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The Purge 


There was a hint of wind coming over the top of the stone walls and through 


the barbed-wire sky on the day Alexander Stowe was to be Purged. Alex 
waited in the dusty Commons of Quill and felt the light breeze cooling the 
sweat on his upper lip. His twin brother, Aaron, stood beside him; their 
parents, behind. And all around, the entire community of Quill watched and 
waited, the bland looks of sleeping fish on their faces. 

Mr. Stowe pressed his finger hard into Alex’s back. A final poke in the 
kidneys, a last good-bye, Alex thought. Or a warning not to run. Alex glanced 
at Aaron, whose face showed the tiniest emotion. Scared, was it? Or sad? Alex 
didn't know. 

The High Priest Justine, her long white hair undisturbed despite the 
breeze, rose to her full height and observed the silent crowd. She began 
without introduction or ado, for a Purge was neither exciting nor boring; it 
just was, as many things just were in Quill. 

There were nearly fifty thirteen-year-olds this year. The people of Quill 
waited to hear which of these teenagers had been marked as Wanted or 
Necessary, and, by process of elimination, which of them remained to be 
Purged. 

Alex scanned the group and their families around the giant half circle of 
the amphitheater. He knew some of them, not all. Alex's mind wandered as 
the High Priest Justine announced first the names of the Wanteds, and he 
startled only slightly as the high priest spoke Aaron’s name. Aaron, who'd had 
nothing to worry about, sighed anyway in relief when he was among the 
fifteen names called. 

The Necessaries were next. Thirteen names were read. Alexander Stowe 
was not one of those, either. Even though Alex knew that he was Unwanted, 
and had known ever since his parents had told him over breakfast when he 
was ten, the knowledge and three years of preparation weren't enough to stop 
the sweat that pricked his armpits now. 

It was down to a mere formality unless there was a surprise, which there 
sometimes was, but it didn’t matter. Everyone stood motionless until the final 


twenty names were called. Among the Unwanted, Alexander Stowe. 

Alex didn’t move, though his heart fell like a cement block into his gut. He 
stared straight ahead as hed seen the other Unwanteds do in past years. His lip 
quivered for a moment, but he fought to still it. When the governors came 
over to him, he put his arms out for them to shackle with rusty iron bands. He 
made his eyes icy cool before he glanced over his shoulder at his parents, who 
remained unemotional. His father nodded slightly, and finally took his finger 
out of Alex’s back after the shackles were secure. That was a minor relief, but 
what did it matter now? 

Aaron sniffed once quietly, catching Alex’s attention in the silent 
amphitheater. The identical boys held a glance for a moment. Something, like 
a jolt of energy, passed between them. And then it was gone. 

“Good-bye; Aaron whispered. 

Alex swallowed hard, held the stare a second more as the governors tugged 
at him to follow, and then broke the connection and went with the governors 
to the waiting bus that would take him to his death. 





? Wanted 


Aaron Stowe, the Wanted, watched his brother, Alex, board the rusty box of 


a bus, and then he turned his eyes to the formidable High Priest Justine. She 
retreated to her aging Jeep-like vehicle, flanked by two guards and her 
secretary, and they began the drive back up the dusty hill to the palace, leaving 
a trail of gray smoke and a sharp odor to linger in the heavy air. The rest of 
Quill slowly dispersed on foot. 

Murmurs surfaced and drifted through the crowd. Not about the Purge, of 
course. That was already a cloudy memory for some. Instead they spoke of 
their plans for the rest of the day, for the day of the Purge was Quill’s one 
holiday each year. All of the Wanteds and most of the Necessaries, except 
those who tended to the farm animals, were free to do as they pleased for the 
rest of it. 

Aaron knew what he would be doing. He turned to his mother and father 
and said with a decisive air, “All set, then?” 

Mrs. Stowe nodded primly, and the three of them followed the crowd 
down the dusty path that led to Quadrant Four, where they lived. “We'll finish 
making your uniform and get your things packed for university, she said. “Cut 
your hair, too? She looked at Mr. Stowe and asked, “I don’t suppose we'll get 
the Unwanted boy’s clothes and shoes back, will we?” 

Mr. Stowe, who had once been quite handsome but now had curled up a 
bit from years of backbreaking work as a burier, shook his head. “No?” 

“Well, that’s a waste. Aaron could use them. The shoes, at least. Wish I’'d 
thought to take them before he left?” 

“I wouldn't want to wear them,’ Aaron said, and then he pinched his lips 
together before he said more. 

Still, his mother narrowed her eyes and spoke softly, almost fearfully. 
“You'll do well to forget about him?” 


Aaron kept silent for a moment, thinking. “You're right,” he said finally. “It 
won't happen again.’ 

“See to it, said Mr. Stowe. 

After fifteen minutes they had reached Quadrant Four, a residential 
square mile of tiny, identical houses planted closely together like rows of sweet 
corn, each house the color of the dry, cracked desert that surrounded it. The 
crowd of people split up now and weaved their way between the structures 
until they reached their own individual homes. 

Aaron and his parents nodded politely to their neighbors as they walked 
along. When Aaron saw a familiar couple around the same age as his parents, 
walking alone, he touched his mother’s sleeve. “How odd,’ he said. “Isnt Mr. 
Ranger a milker?” 

“Yes,” she said. 

“Why’s he out and about instead of doing his job?” Aaron's eyes narrowed. 

“He must have been given the day off this year because of the Unwanted 
daughter. Did they know in advance, I wonder?” She turned to Mr. Stowe. 

“Not that I heard. Thats a blow, Mr. Stowe said. He yawned as they 
neared their house, number 54-43. “They'll be cut off from reproducing now 
—this was their second offense” Mr. Stowe wrinkled his nose. “They'll be 
completely ridiculed by the Wanteds for poor production?” 

Mrs. Stowe gave her husband a disapproving glance. “You'll be careful 
what you say, she snapped. “Lest you forget, we've a Wanted in our presence 
now. 

Aaron raised his chin slightly as his parents stood aside at the front door, 
allowing the boy to enter before them for the first time. “Yes, be careful, 
Father, Aaron said coolly, “or I'll have to report your insubordination for a 
comment like that.’ 

Aaron took on a dignified stride as he made his way through the tiny 
kitchen to the even tinier bedroom that he no longer had to share. It’s true, he 
thought. Enough mourning. Alex has likely been eliminated by now. The twinge in 
his gut was soon dulled by thoughts of his now-secured future, and a tiny surge 
of power. He was Aaron Stowe, the Wanted. And he had a lot more to prove 
than most, having been born of two Necessaries. Not to mention overcoming 
the stigma of a worthless twin brother. It was, Aaron knew, a huge 
accomplishment to have made it to the top like this. 


He began to pack his suitcase, a satisfied feeling growing inside him, for 
tonight would be his last night living with his Necessary parents. Tomorrow he 
would go to university to be with the others of his elevated status. 


The Death Farm 


No one spoke during the fifteen-minute bus ride to the Death Farm. It was 


stiflingly hot. Flies buzzed and darted at the closed windows, unable to escape. 
When Alex pulled out of his deep daze, he wiped the sweat off his forehead 
with his upper arm and looked around the bus. 

In front of Alex, connected to him by a long chain over the high-backed 
bus seat, was his neighbor and friend, Meghan Ranger. It was a bit of a shock 
to see her in this group—she‘d had only one infraction, as far as he knew, but it 
was a double. Singing and dancing. Alex had witnessed it, but it wasn't he who 
had reported her. She'd had a pretty voice, too, but Alex was not permitted to 
think about that. Despite the heat Meghan’s face was white as the moon. 

Across the bus aisle was Samheed Burkesh, who was well known to Alex 
but not necessarily well liked by him. Alex was surprised to see him here too, 
since the boy had privately boasted to Alex and Aaron only last week that he 
was going to be in the Quillitary. Samheed was obviously fighting tears and 
glared furiously when Alex's eyes landed on him. 

“What are you looking at?” Samheed said. But one of the younger 
governors gave Samheed a warning look. Unwanteds were not allowed to 
speak—their last words had already been uttered before the Purge. 

Alex dropped his eyes and took in a few breaths, vowing silently not to 
look at Samheed again until ... well, ever. Instead he turned his gaze to the seat 
behind his own, not having noted in the shock of it all who was attached to his 
other arm. He nearly had to stand in order to see over the high seat back to 
where the chain led, but he didn't, since the governors were watching. All he 
could see was the straight jet-black hair and big, watery blue eyes of someone 
he was sure had to be a girl, but a tiny girl for thirteen, he thought. She didn't 
turn away. Instead she held his gaze, blinking away her tears only once during 
the long moment. 

Her eyes were deep and soulful, with wet black lashes all clumped together 
from crying. After a moment Alex attempted a half smile. He doubted that 
she could see his mouth if he couldn't see hers. But her eyes crinkled the tiniest 
bit in response, and for some reason it made Alex feel just a little bit good. 


There was no one else on the rickety old bus that Alex knew. He thought 
for a moment about being here alone with the governors. And for some selfish 
reason he couldnt quite explain, he felt a rush of something glad, knowing 
Meghan and the others were there with him. That he wasnt the only 
Unwanted in the entire land of Quill. 

The bus chugged past the nursery where all of Quill’s trees stood, past the 
cattle ranch on the way out of town, and along the stark, dingy, gray south wall 
of Quill for several minutes before the equally bland houses disappeared and 
the land grew untended and desolate. 

Alex’s stomach churned when the driver braked and the bus slowly 
groaned to a stop in front of the black, solid iron gates of what the people of 
Quill called the Death Farm. 

None but the High Priest Justine and the governors had ever been inside 
the gates and returned alive, and they didn't speak of it. Only the people of 
Quill, in hushed voices, would talk about it now and then, and speculate about 
how long you might be held there before the Eliminators disposed of you. And 
just how did they do it? Was it painful? Did they sedate you before tossing you 
into the Great Lake of Boiling Oil? Alex tried hard not to think of these 
things, but the harder he tried, the more he thought of them. And so it was 
almost with relief that he heard the bus door creak open and the governors tell 
all of the Unwanteds to stand and disembark. 

There was a distinct smell—pungent—when the children walked off the 
bus and gathered along the black gate that led to the farm. It was an 
uncommon odor, different from the fried smells that came from the Quillitary 
vehicles. Alex assumed it was burning oil wafting off the nearby lake. He had 
never been this close to it before, since no one was allowed near it. No one 
could even see the lake, because the towering cement-block walls that 
surrounded the land reached all the way up to the barbed-wire ceiling, forty 
feet above. No one, that is, except the Unwanteds. 

Alex glanced at the black-haired, blue-eyed girl next to him. The 
protective barbed-wire ceiling that crisscrossed and covered the entire land of 
Quill made a shadow box on her face, capturing a tear. She shook silently. She 
was not thirteen, Alex decided. In a brave moment, with nothing to lose, he 
whispered, “I'm Alex. It'll go quickly” He wasn't sure why he said that. It was 
the only comforting thing he could think of. 


She blinked and turned her face up at him, making the shadow boxes race 
across her face like they did across everything, everywhere. “Lani, she 
whispered back, and shook her head. “And no. It won't’ 

Alex didn’t know what to say. He stood at attention as a governor took a 
key from a string around her neck and unlocked the gate. “Summon the 
Eliminators? the woman said. 

Another governor obliged by pounding on the gate. When the enormous 
gate creaked open, the governors stepped away and began boarding the bus 
again. 

Lani watched them go, tears streaming down her face. “Good-bye, Father, 
she said as a slight, gray-haired man boarded. The senior governor paused in 
the doorway for a split second and then, perhaps heavily, continued up the 
steps without looking back. He took a seat on the opposite side of the bus. Lani 
turned away and roughly whisked the tears from her cheeks. The bus drove off 
as the giant black iron door to the Death Farm widened enough for the 
chained children to enter single file. 

Inside were four enormous Eliminators robed in black. Their heads were 
covered in cloth, but their beady red eyes pierced into the already frightened 
souls of the children. Lani now appeared to be the only calm one. She held her 
head high as the long chain of children walked inside. 

“What are they?” Meghan gasped, and reached awkwardly for Alex’s hand. 

Alex grasped Meghan’s hand and gave it a frightened squeeze. “I don’t 
know, he whispered. He felt like his chest was going to collapse. Breathing in 
and out slowly, Alex closed his eyes for a moment and shivered as the gate 
groaned and closed with a loud clang, the lock clicking automatically on the 
other side, separating them from Quill forever. The Eliminators took the ends 
of the chains and trudged slowly, the children following. 

They were in a small, cement yard. A gray stone building stood before 
them, and a steaming black lake boiled beyond it. Alex shuddered. That’s where 
they'll do it to us. The oily stench seemed to grow stronger as they shuffled 
across broken cement, past bundles of burned-looking weeds, toward the 
building. It was more desolate than the most wasted section of Quill. Even the 
sky was clouded and gray here, although there was no barbed wire—just open 
sky. None of them had ever seen an uninterrupted sky before. 


Everything was eerily silent but for the clanking of the chains and the 
scuffle of shoes as the Unwanteds moved forward. The seconds felt like hours. 
When the Eliminators stopped walking and turned their eyes to the sky, Alex 
followed their gaze. 

The other children looked up too. From the sky over the boiling black lake, 
a large bird—or something—slowly approached. The Eliminators seemed to 
be waiting for it, and they stood, huge, hulking, silent, as a four-legged winged 
creature landed with an ominous thud directly in front of them. 


PF 


The creature was an extraordinarily beautiful yet frightening tortoise with 


Elimination 


long wings that were covered with glistening white feathers, tipped in black. 
The mosaic-shelled beast stood on all four legs, stretching out its neck to view 
its audience, and, even on all fours, was more than half as tall as the smallest 
child, Lani. The spectacular creature bobbed its head to the Eliminators, and 
then it looked each Unwanted in the eye. In turn, each dropped his gaze and 
instinctively drew back as far as his chains would allow. 

After a few moments the tortoise appeared satisfied. When it spoke—to 
the utter shock of the children—it was in a deep, agonizingly slow voice. 

“Wel ... come,’ the tortoise said, low and grim, and the word caused a chill 
to run up Alex’s spine. “We've been”—it paused for a breath—“ex ... pect ... ing 
you.’ 

Samheed, the glaring boy from the bus who had been silent all this time, 
muttered an oath under his breath and raised his fists, ready to fight, but Alex 
and the others were fearfully mesmerized by the odd creature that stood 
before them. 

What was this thing? Was it going to attack? What did it have to do with 
this decrepit farm that contained nothing but the smell of death? They 
watched the tortoise, almost afraid to look at its grim face, but not quite able 
to look away, either. 

The tortoise blinked a long, slow blink. Craning its long neck to look 
behind it, it lifted its round front leg and held it next to its mouth, as if to cup 
its words. “Mar ... cus,’ it called out in its slow, grim voice. “It’s time?” 

What in the name of Quill is it doing? Alex wondered. A moment later a 
tall, thin figure emerged from the gray building and lifted his hand. 

All at once, Alex felt dizzy, as the space around him seemed to swirl, the 
oily lake whirling with the gray building and the wall behind them until 
everything was a spinning charcoal haze. He blinked rapidly and wondered if 
he and all the children had already been eliminated—if it was over. Nothing 


on his body hurt, yet the charcoal blur of everything around him now faded, 
softened, cooled to white, and then grew steadily brighter, nearly blinding him. 
This was nothing at all like what Alex expected to feel when immersed in the 
Great Lake of Boiling Oil. 

Meghan, who could not help herself, cried out, “What's happening?” 

Alex squeezed her fingers, more to assure himself than her that they were 
still together. He sucked in a breath but couldn't answer. 

Another moment later the white melted and color emerged. The small, 
desolate lot had transformed into a huge world so full of color, Alex could 
hardly see. 

The sun shone in a cerulean sky. The cement turned to a lush carpet of 
grass, and water fountains emerged from the earth. A thousand trees sprouted 
and grew to full height, scattered far and wide. The boiling lake softened into a 
calm sea of blues and greens, and the single gray building expanded into an 
enormous, sprawling fieldstone mansion. The gnarled weeds at the children’s 
feet wavered and transformed into wide-eyed animals, both common and 
fantastic. 

Even the Eliminators transformed. Their black cloth coverings 
disappeared, and all four grew even taller, with animal-like heads and sleek, 
long necks that melded into huge, stout, strong bodies like the Unwanteds had 
never seen. The newly transformed Eliminators were covered in a fine layer of 
shimmering black hair that reflected the sunlight, and their previously 
frightening red eyes grew kind and intelligent, a rich amber-brown. 

As the Unwanteds gawked, the shackles on their arms unbuckled and fell 
to the ground. They took in a collective, awed breath, rubbed their sore wrists, 
and checked to see if the others were all still there. 

The tall, thin figure that had emerged from the gray building—now 
mansion—was a man dressed in a flowing multicolored robe. He strolled 
toward them. A fluffy shock of white hair stood up on his head as if he had just 
been struck by lightning. 

“Greetings, friends,’ said the man. His voice, warm and clear, pealed like a 
pleasant-sounding bell. He opened his arms wide. “I am Marcus Today. 
Welcome to Artimé” He paused, touching a finger to his lips, and then he 
smiled brightly. “Tell me, children. How does it feel to be eliminated?” 





Mr. Today 


I was as if Alex and the others were mute. And indeed the colors of this 


magical place alone would have been enough to shock any Quillen, for Quill 
was a bland world whose brightest color was the green of the leafy trees in the 
nursery. In Quill all the trees were confined to one place so that no one would 
get notions about introducing such a bright color into the housing quadrants. 

But here in Artimé, all of the colors felt warm, from the deep, foresty 
greens of plants to the soothing blues of the sky and sea. The strand of beach 
was not a dingy gray like the cement walls around Quill—it was clean and 
white with tiny bits of silver and gold sparkling in the sunshine. 

A cool breeze whisked away the odor of burning oil from the children’s 
noses and replaced it with the musky fragrance of the sea and the woods. The 
children breathed the wonderful scent, hesitating at first at its strangeness, and 
then nearly gulping it in, for several of them had been holding their breath for 
quite some time. 

Not one of the Unwanteds could even look around and ask, “Is this a 
joke?” because Quill was a serious place, and it was doubtful that any of the 
twenty even thought a joke possible. Most likely nineteen of them had never 
known the word “joke,” and the one that had known it most surely had been 
reported to the governors and thus ended up here. Whatever “here” was, if not 
the Death Farm. 

Puzzled, Alex and the others could only stare at this man so brightly 
adorned. And some were frightened, perhaps, not of Mr. Today himself, but 
rather for him, since his smile was so animated, his delight so obvious, that it 
surely meant he would be reported to the governors and sent to the ... well. 
Sent to here. 

But beyond all of that was the pure shock of seeing a winged tortoise 
(which at the moment sported a droll smile), the transformation of the land 
and lake (so inviting that in a different situation one might entertain a thought 
of a swim on such a warm day, even though such imaginative thoughts were 
not allowed), and the—what would the Eliminators be called? No one had 
ever seen a creature like them. Whatever they were, their deep, heavy breaths 


made up the bulk of the noise for the moment. It was all so stunning that it 
was almost, nearly but not quite, uncomfortable. 

And so the Unwanteds stood blinking, and the man called Mr. Today 
stood smiling, and the Eliminators stood panting, and the winged tortoise 
stood drolling, all of them in a sort of lumpy circle. 

When they began to walk about the property, Mr. Today pointed out little 
fanciful combinations of creatures—rabbitkeys and beavops and 
squirrelicorns and owlbats—which hopped about the grounds looking for a 
snack, or strolled down footpaths together deep in conversation, or hung 
upside down from trees, twisting their necks about this way and that. Soon a 
queue of humans and creatures streamed from the mansion and appeared to 
go about business as usual, which was all the more shocking. 

For a child of Quill, who might have been sent to his death for merely 
drawing something completely ordinary with a twig in the dirt—like a square, 
perhaps, or, good heavens, a rhombus—the shock of it all felt a little bit like a 
form of torture. And truly, more than half of the Unwanteds thought, We are 
all still about to die. 


The tortoise cleared its throat and spoke to Mr. Today. “You may,’ it said 
slowly, “re ... mem ... ber, Marcus, what happens’—it yawned—“ev ... er ... y 
year. 

Mr. Today, who had been gazing and smiling and taking in the sights of 
these new and wonderful people, watching their faces and eyes and noticing if 
they had long fingers or short ones, and taking note of how each one stood 
exactly so, startled when the tortoise spoke. And he jumped, quite, making 
everyone else just that much more edgy. 

“Good heavens, Jim, youre right” Mr. Today stood up quite tall and 
announced in somewhat of a rushed voice, “Jim is correct, children. I generally 
forget from year to year what a terribly shocking experience this is for the 
Unwanteds. And let me assure you before you follow me around all day—this 
happened last year and I'll never forgive myself; those poor, sweet children 
agonized half the morning—that this is not a sort of torture-before-I- 
eliminate-you ordeal, this world and the shock of it. What I’ve done here, you 
see, is ... well ...” He gave a small smile. “Tve saved you. That is, if you want 
saving.’ 


His audience stared. 

“Let me ask you this,’ the man continued, more slowly, trying to rein in his 
excitement for the sake of the bewildered Unwanteds. “Does anyone wish to 
be eliminated right now?” Mr. Today waited politely for ten seconds or so to 
see if there were volunteers. When he saw there were none, he nodded and 
smiled as the children uttered short gasps of acknowledgment to each other at 
the realization of their new fate, such as, “Were saved?” and “Wow!” and 
“Unreal!” 

Mr. Today remained still and smiling until they were quite finished, and 
then he said, “Oh, splendid. Well, then. Let’s have a tour’ 

Mr. Today dismissed the hefty, long-necked Eliminators—the girrinos, he 
called them—with a kindly, “Thank you, Arija. Ladies.” And the four girrinos 
responded pleasantly, in melodious voices, “Pleasure, Marcus dear,’ before 
lumbering back to the gate to stand guard. Meanwhile Jim lifted a front leg in 
salute, turned away from the circle, broke into a staggering walk for 
momentum, and flapped his wings mightily. Slowly, very very slowly, he 
ascended and flew over the property this time, narrowly shaving the top of a 
particularly tall tree on the lawn, toward what looked to be a jungle in the far- 
off distance, just beyond the edge of the grass. 

Mr. Today turned back to the children, who had moved very little all this 
time, and beckoned with his hand. “Walk with me,” he urged, and with that he 
strode sprightly across the lawn, pointing out the flowers and various creatures 
like a tour guide, and pretending there was nothing at all unusual about 
twenty seemingly mute children stumbling after him. 


Quill Prevails When the Strong Survive 





After the Purge, the High Priest Justine gazed pointedly out the window of 


the ancient Quillitary jalopy in which she rode. Next to her sat the secretary 
to the high priest, a prune of a woman who had served the land of Quill since 
Justine had become ruler fifty years before. While the secretary was not a 
forgetful woman, she had somehow managed to disremember her own name 
decades ago, and no one else could recall it either. Now she simply answered to 
Secretary. 

Normally, the High Priest Justine was accompanied by at least one 
governor as well, but on the day of the Purge all of the governors were busy 
delivering the Unwanteds to their deaths, and so it was just the two women in 
the backseat of the vehicle today. 

“Secretary, Justine said evenly. “I’ve decided that this will be your last 
year. 

Secretary stared straight ahead at the back of the drivers head. She 
nodded slowly. 

The High Priest continued. “Tl choose your successor from the university. 
You'll train him as your assistant. When he’s ready, we'll send you on to the 
Ancients Sector to be put to sleep.’ 

“Quill prevails when the strong survive, murmured Secretary. Her voice 
showed no emotion. 

It was a matter of usefulness, of course. Until this year, when Secretary's 
eyesight had begun to grow fuzzy, there would have been no reason to 
eliminate her, though recently she seemed to be moving a little more slowly, 
too. Her time had come. And the last thing Secretary wanted was to bring 
shame to the High Priest Justine or the land of Quill for not emanating perfect 
strength. Secretary nodded her head slowly and watched the dizzying blur of 
checkerboard shadows that rushed over the vehicle from the barbed wire 
overhead. The shadows did not make her feel secure today. 


When they arrived at the palace, the High Priest Justine and Secretary made 
their way to the dining room for the annual steak luncheon feast, this year 
celebrating the largest Purge of Unwanteds Quill had ever seen. A moment 
later Quillitary General Blair arrived, greeted the high priest, and took his 
place at the far end of the table. 

The three waited in silence until the governors returned from the Death 
Farm. Justines eyes gleamed when finally they appeared. “Greetings, 
Governors. The Unwanteds have been disposed of, I presume?” she asked as 
the palace servants served the meal. 

Senior Governor Haluki nodded curtly and handed the Death Farm's gate 
key to the High Priest Justine. “It’s done,’ he said. He was one of two middle- 
aged governors. The other four were young and fairly new to their posts over 
the past five years—all recent graduates from Wanted University. They had 
replaced Justine’s elderly governors, whod had to be put to sleep once they'd 
lost their edge. 

The high priest nodded to Haluki, satisfied. “A record year,’ she said. She 
became preoccupied with working her dull knife like a saw across the steak. 
After an unsuccessful bout, she glanced up. “It was the first year that the 
Unwanteds outnumbered our Wanteds:’ 

Haluki grunted as he attacked his steak. “Even so, we’ve been too lenient in 
past years,’ he said gruffly. “Quill feels richer without them already.’ 

“Indeed it does, quite right,’ Justine muttered, still struggling with the 
steak. Finally frustrated, she slammed the knife on the table. “Cook!” she 
bellowed to the empty doorway, and then she turned to the senior governor. 
“Great Land of Quill, Haluki. Find me a university student who can solve the 
beef problem, will you? This steak is nowhere near first-rate?” 

“Of course,’ Haluki said, nodding to young Governor Strang, who made a 
mental note of the assignment. 

At the high priest’s call, the palace cook rushed into the dining room and 
bowed deeply. His body trembled, though his face was dull and lifeless. 

Justine glared at the cook. “Clean up the kitchen. When you are finished, 
find me a replacement cook—one who actually knows something about 
cooking—to serve in your stead’ 

The cook's eyes grew wide. “But the meat—,’ he began. 


“Silence!” Justine hissed. “By dusk I want you to make your way to the 
Ancients Home. You have outlived your usefulness. How you made it past me 
when you were thirteen, I know not. You should have been an Unwanted’ 

“Yes, High Priest Justine, whispered the cook. His face was now struck 
with the realization that he would die that night. He knew better than to ask if 
he could stop at his house in Quadrant Three to say good-bye to his wife. 

Justine dismissed the cook with a wave, and he disappeared. “Haluki,’ 
Justine continued, “you are right. I’ve been far too lenient, letting some slip by 
as Necessaries when they should have been eliminated. From now on, one 
reported infraction is one too many. There should be no room for mistakes in 
Quill!” 

Loud cheers echoed all the way down the table to General Blair, who 
shouted, “Quill prevails when the strong survive!” Five governors echoed the 
sentiment. Senior Governor Haluki, gnawing wildly at his steak bone, eyed the 
elderly high priest. “Hear, hear,’ he said. 


We Artimé 


It tooka good deal of the afternoon for the children to thaw. Alex had a small 


headache, but it seemed to go away once a group of teenagers, who were 
slightly older-looking than the group of Unwanteds, delivered to them a 
delicious picnic supper on the lawn by the shore. As the children ate, the 
teenagers formed two rows facing them. A rousing but pleasant noise burst 
from the nearby bushes, and the group stated words of welcome in a most 
peculiar way. The tops of nearby trees seemed to swish in the breeze like pom- 
poms. The Unwanteds had no idea what it all was, as they had never seen nor 
heard anything like it ever before. 

Alex could guess, though, since he had witnessed Meghan’s very serious 
infraction, that what the teenagers were doing was called singing. And though 
the noise was very fast and loud, it was exciting, and it sounded good to his 
ears. He looked at Meghan, concerned, knowing how wrong this sort of thing 
was. But Meghan was enraptured by the performers and didn't notice. 

When the song ended, the choir bowed politely while Mr. Today 
applauded loudly. “Clap for them!” he said to the new Unwanteds. “Like this— 
hands together! Applause! It tells them that you liked it,’ he explained as the 
choir dissipated. “You did like it, didn’t you? Meghan, TIl bet you did? 

Meghan’s eyes grew wide. She glanced in each direction uneasily, perhaps 
out of habit, and cleared her throat. “Yes, very much, sir” And then, when Mr. 
Today chuckled merrily, she added, “Thank you,’ and tried to smile. 

He nodded encouragingly to her, and to all the children, and then his face 
grew sober. “You may express your feelings and say what you are thinking here 
in Artimé,’ he said in a soft voice. “It will be hard, at first. But you are safe to 
speak your mind. All of you” His eyes grew misty for a moment, and then he 
clasped his hands in his lap. “There are some things we should talk about,’ he 
said. 

Everyone stopped what they were doing, and all eyes focused on Mr. 
Today, who continued. “You already know that your parents and the 
government of Quill believe you to be eliminated by now. You know they are 


not mourning for you. They’re doing what they do every day, which is to work 
to build Quill into a place of extreme power and super intelligence. You, dear 
children, are what they call creative. Imaginative. The government, and 
especially High Priest Justine, wants to eliminate creative thinkers like you— 
they see creativity as a weakness. After all, it could lead to something horrible 
... like magic” He afforded a small smile, picked a flower, and handed it to 
Meghan. She hesitated and then took it, and in her hand it turned into a small 
silver music box. 

Meghan jumped and sucked in a startled breath. 

“Music, Mr. Today said. “When you wind the little key, the music box will 
play a song. Sometimes you'll hear a song with voices saying something, like 
we just witnessed here a moment ago.’ 

Meghan nodded. “Singing; she said. She turned the key tentatively, and a 
few wondrous notes sprang from the box. She startled, and then her shock 
melted into a grin. 

“Indeed, Mr. Today replied, peering at the others to see if they 
understood. “Singing and dancing. Painting, sculpting, telling wild tales,’ he 
said, glancing at Lani, who blushed. “Theater, playing instruments, writing 
stories and poems, he continued, glancing at various others at each word. 
“That is what you are now free to do” He noticed their puzzled looks. “Ah, but 
I'm getting ahead of myself?” 

He paused and tapped a finger on his lips as if he were thinking carefully. “I 
have two very serious requests. Because of your creative minds, you have been 
eliminated, or so think the people of Quill. My first request is this: Please 
consider the ramifications if you ever decide you want to go back to Quill?” 

The group of children blinked, hanging on to every word. 

“If you ever go back, if you ever contact anyone there in any way, your 
parents or your siblings,’ he said, glancing at Alex, “the governors, or anyone, 
you risk exposing us all. You take the lives of everyone here in Artimé into 
your own hands. If discovered, this place, and everyone in it, will be destroyed. 

Alex shivered, even though the day was still warm. He thought about his 
twin brother, Aaron, and felt a sharp pain run through him, as if half of his 
own body had been severed from the rest. But he knew that Mr. Today was 
right. And there was no way he would jeopardize the life of the man who had 
saved him, or the lives of the others here. Alex nodded very seriously along 


with the rest of the group. But part of Alex wished that Aaron could have 
shared in this good fortune. 

“My second request,’ Mr. Today said, “is this: Please take the classes I offer. 
Train with my warriors and learn how to fight. Because if the High Priest 
Justine, the governors, or the Quillitary does discover that you have not been 
eliminated,” he paused, letting the words sink in, “they will kill me for 
deceiving them. And then they will kill you once and for all. And if that 
happens, Artimé will disappear’ 

Samheed, who had been silent ever since his whispered oath, now 
stiffened. “Fight against the Quillitary?” he sneered. “Impossible” 

Mr. Today cocked his head. “Ah, Samheed,’ he said. “The realm of 
possibility here in Artimé is only limited by our imaginations. You'll get used 
to it after a time. But you seem quite disturbed, my friend. Why is it that you 
think fighting is impossible?” 

“Look at us!” Samheed waved his hand around at the group. He stopped 
and pointed at Alex, glaring. “In case you don't know, were the rejects from 
Quill. Were not strong or intelligent. Were not capable of fighting. Were 
worthless! And you think we stand a chance against the Quillitary?” Samheed 
rose to his feet. “What you have here is all really impressive, Mr. Today, but 
come on! You don't seem to have any soldiers except for that group of 
oversized animals at the gate. No tanks, no weapons—they’ll destroy us in 
about one minute!” 

Alex shifted uncomfortably and looked down. 

The small smile on Mr. Today's face remained hidden by his hand as he 
stroked his chin and grew thoughtful. “Hmm; he said, almost as if he expected 
Samheed to say more. 

And the boy did. “This place is ridiculous. Im not taking your stupid 
classes.’ 

At the word “stupid, and all the words around it, the other children’s eyes 
widened in fear. In Quill an outburst like this was against the law and a most 
egregious infraction that would seal a child's fate, with no exception. 

“It’s not stupid,’ Lani burst out, without meaning to. She clapped her hand 
over her mouth. 

Alex, feeling both a bit protective of Lani and a bit miffed at Samheed for 
always glaring at him, shifted on the picnic blanket in case he had to do 


something—although he had no idea what “something” might be—and shot a 
look of support at Lani. 

Samheed laughed sarcastically. “Not for a baby, maybe” He looked Mr. 
Today in the eye and said, “I think you are a complete lunatic” And then, as if 
he knew where he was going, he stalked off down the lawn to the seashore and 
kept walking along its edge. 

The Unwanteds watched, stunned. Every one of the children knew that 
people in Quill were not allowed to argue or become angry with other 
Quillens. They were taught to bank their rage and keep it somewhere deep 
inside, so that in case of attack they would, with one unified surge, pour the 
rage out upon the heads of their enemies. Of course, Quill had quite a lot of 
rage saved up, since there had been no sign of enemies in the entire fifty years 
of High Priest Justine’s reign. Yet the government instilled much fear into the 
people about evil foreign lands beyond the protective walls of Quill— 
unimaginable places like the great desert and the dark forest—as if an attack 
were imminent. And who were the people of Quill to question the rulers who 
had kept them safe all this time? 

But here in Artimé, nothing was as the Unwanteds expected. 

The other children began chattering, shocked at Samheed’s actions and 
words. “What is he doing?” “Is he allowed to go off like that?” “Isn’t someone 
going to stop him?” “Why does he have to be so mean?” This last one from 
Lani, who felt wounded, having just been called a baby. 

Samheed’s outburst was foreign to the Unwanteds, and they watched Mr. 
Today, waiting for him to punish Samheed for the infraction. But to their great 
puzzlement Mr. Today did nothing. 

As the old man watched the children react to the scene, it was hard for 
him to hide the mirth that crinkled around his eyes. “Bravo! Bravo, my dear 
boy!” he called in the direction of Samheed. “Thats the way!” Perfect, he 
thought. Even better than he had hoped for the first day. He put his hands 
together and began clapping and shouting. 

Samheed flung up his hand in disgust and continued walking. 

The others, startled, had no idea what to think, but after a moment 
Meghan began to clap too, for there was something inside her churning mind 
that just about, but not quite, understood why. Soon Alex joined in as if he 


almost understood it too, and a curious look passed between Meghan and 
him, one that made them both want to laugh out loud. 


Home in the Stone Mansion 


Tt was near dusk when the Unwanteds followed Mr. Today toward the 


mansion. Samheed had not rejoined them. Some of the children murmured 
their concerns. Mr. Today smiled. “He'll be fine; there's no need to worry. He 
needs to think and walk, and that is a good thing for a strong, angry fighter 
like him? 

“But what if he gets lost?” Lani asked, feeling quite comfortable in her new 
surroundings already. And though she was curious, she didn’t particularly care 
whether the sullen Samheed ever returned. 

“He cant get lost? Mr. Today assured the children. ‘Tve put the scroll 
feature into effect. Once he reaches the end of Artimé, just beyond the 
mansion, he'll slip through and come out the opposite side, at the edge of the 
jungle where it meets the shore. He'll simply need to walk a bit farther to get 
back to where he started? 

Alex gave Mr. Today a quizzical look. “Scroll feature? So there is no 
jungle? It’s just a... a...” He struggled for the word. 

“A picture? More like a giant window at the moment, actually. And yes, 
the jungle is really there—good heavens, where would all the animals go if it 
werent? You just can't get to it at the moment’ His eyes twinkled. “But when 
you are all sure of me, and I am sure of you, and I know you have found your 
bearings quite satisfactorily, I'll remove the giant window and the scroll 
feature, and you'll find that the jungle is quite lovely” The old man paused 
thoughtfully. “Though it can be frightening and dangerous. Lots of fascinating 
things to see there too. But that’s for another day.’ 

Alex didn’t understand, but he nodded anyway, and soon they reached the 
walkway to the mansion. As they drew near, a pleasant-sounding noise could 
be heard coming from the shrubs. “Music in the bushes,’ Mr. Today said. 

He climbed the steps. “This is our home. You may come and go as you 
please and even stay out all night if you wish’ 

Lani’s eyes opened wide. That's a bit of a shock, she thought. But what so far 
this day wasn't? 


The old magician then opened the enormous wooden door to the mansion 
and walked inside, the children following. 

Before them was a stunning, massive marble entryway flanked by two 
statues standing upright on pedestals. The pedestals alone were as tall as Alex, 
and the statues on top of them reached twenty-five feet off the floor, yet they 
nowhere nearly approached the ceiling. On the left stood a towering winged 
cheetah made of sand-colored stone, with sharp ivory teeth thicker and longer 
than the children’s fingers. He stood poised to attack, reared up on his hind 
legs, his wings widespread, frozen in mid-flap. On the right, carved from 
ebony, was an enormous, sleek woman with long, flowing hair and bulging 
muscles, a quiver of arrows and a bow slung over her shoulder. 

Mr. Today looked up. “Hello, Simber. Good evening, Florence,’ he said. 

The statues nodded stiffly. 

“There ought to be one more boy coming along presently, so be aware. 
Probably shouldn't eat him, all right, Simber?” 

The winged cheetah purr-growled in response and fluidly lowered himself 
to all fours on the pedestal, his huge paws with gleaming claws hanging off the 
edge within inches of Alex’s face. Slowly the boy slid away from the stony 
beast. 

“Wow, Lani breathed, and the others followed her gaze from the statues to 
the rest of the great foyer. Beyond the entrance the marble floor led to an 
extremely wide marble staircase whose steps split halfway up and wound 
around to meet again in an incredible expanse of balcony. They could see 
several hallways branching off the overlook. 

The children’s voices grew loud as they exclaimed or noted things to each 
other about the mansion from their viewpoint in the entryway. 

Mr. Today strolled past the staircase. “We'll visit up there in a moment,’ he 
said. Instead he led the children behind the staircase to a hallway and showed 
them past several doors—classrooms, he said—and to the back of the mansion, 
to a kitchen the size of six Quill houses put together. At a long counter bar off 
to the left sat a dozen or fifteen older teenagers all laughing and snacking on 
popcorn and sodas as a brilliant pink ball of fluff with webbed feet did a dance 
for them along the countertop. Some of the people sitting there turned to look 
curiously at the children standing with Mr. Today. A few waved hello. 


Alex recognized one, just barely remembering her as one of last year’s 
Unwanteds. How strange, he thought, and his mind began to turn. 

“How many Unwanteds live here, actually?” he asked. 

“Hmm, Mr. Today hummed, tapping his lips with his forefinger. “Perhaps 
five hundred? I lost count years ago.’ 

“Five hundred!” Meghan said. “Where is everyone?” 

“Oh, they’re around. Here and there,’ he said. “Some are in evening classes, 
some practicing their art, some relaxing in the lounge, some in their rooms. 
You saw a few of them strolling about on the lawn, didn’t you?” 

Lani tapped Mr. Today’s shoulder, which made him chuckle and give her 
his utmost attention. “Mr. Today,’ she said somberly, “did all the Unwanteds 
over the years decide not to be eliminated? Are they all here?” 

Meghan gave Alex a wildish sort of look and gripped his arm, and he 
remembered that she had an older brother who had been eliminated five years 
before. 

Alex nodded sharply, knowing what Meghan seemed speechless to say, 
and the burning question rushed from his lips before he could stop it. “Yes, Mr. 
Today—how many years ...?” His face grew pale as he thought about all the 
Unwanteds that had been Purged from Quill since he was a boy. His mind 
raced, trying to remember them, but it was difficult, since Quillens had all 
been instructed to forget them. 

Mr. Today smiled, but there was a hint of sorrow in his eyes. “Dear people, 
how could I forget? Yes, all the Unwanteds as far back as you can remember 
are here? He looked at Meghan, and his dark eyes danced again. “Meghan, 
your brother, Sean, is so excited to see you. He'd like you to meet him in the 
lounge at eight oclock!” 

Meghan squeaked in shock. “He's here ...?” She trailed off and gripped 
Alex’s arm so hard it hurt him. 

“Which reminds me,’ said Mr. Today. ‘Td better show you the upstairs so 
you can get ready.’ 

“Where do you suppose the lounge is?” Meghan whispered to Alex. 

Mr. Today, though apparently forgetful in his old age, did not have a 
hearing problem. He chuckled. “You'll find instructions in your room that will 
tell you how to take the tube to the lounge, Meghan. Never fear! Never fear!” 


The magician chuckled again and rubbed his hands together, so excited to see 
the Unwanteds feeling a bit more comfortable as the day wore on. 

“Tube?” Meghan whispered, softer now, in Alex’s ear. 

Alex shrugged, his eyes wide in wonder. “I have no idea.’ 

There were several doors that led from the kitchen. Mr. Today pointed at 
one as they walked through the huge room and said, “Help yourself to 
anything in that pantry whenever you get hungry for a snack, either by 
coming down here or ordering up. The official mealtimes are posted on the 
blackboards in your rooms’ 

“Snacks, whenever we want?” whispered a rather thin boy at the back of 
the group. “Amazing?” 

“Where does everyone sit?” Lani asked. 

“Oh, we always have room. You'll see; he said mysteriously. Mr. Today led 
them down another hallway and pointed out an enormous dining room, and 
soon they were back to the entryway and the base of the staircase. 

Alex saw that Simber had once again risen to his hind- quarters. 

“Marrrcus, Simber said in his purr-growl voice. “I believe the young man 
has arrrived? 

“What excellent timing,’ Mr. Today said. “Thank you, Sim. Wait here one 
moment for me, children’ He went to the giant door and opened it. On the 
step sat Samheed, his broad shoulders curled over and his chin in his hands. 
Mr. Today sat next to him, and the two exchanged a few quiet words. 

Alex leaned down and whispered to Lani and Meghan, “Where do you 
suppose the other statue went?” For now the warrior woman had disappeared. 

Lani giggled. “Perhaps she needed a snack from the pantry.’ 

“Or maybe a nap?” Meghan, who was nearly shivering in anticipation of 
seeing her brother, laughed a strange, high-pitched laugh and hiccupped. 

Mr. Today and Samheed joined the others, and they ascended the 
magnificent staircase, Samheed still wearing a mildly sullen look on his face. 
Lani and several others sent suspicious glances his way, but Samheed made no 
further outbursts, and he stayed near the back of the group. The rest of them 
chattered excitedly now, wondering over things like the statues, the pictures 
on the walls, the music that floated about their ears, not really understanding 
any of it but liking it all the same. They gathered at the center of the balcony. 


“That hallway there,’ said Mr. Today, pointing toward the rightmost wing, 
“is where the families live” It seemed to go on endlessly. “And this hall next to 
it is for the other adults” 

He pointed to the expanse of wall directly in front of Alex. “This one, right 
about here, is where the female students live—boys, you and I can't see it, and 
therefore we can't enter it. But we can see the one next to it—that’s the boys’ 
hall. You girls can't see that, can you?” 

Meghan, Lani, and the other girls exchanged surprised looks as Mr. Today 
continued. 

“And here we have a wing for the few creatures who prefer to lodge 
indoors, though you might notice creatures in your various halls, too. Some 
have roaming tendencies.’ He chuckled at the twenty pairs of wide eyes. 

“Mr. Today,’ someone ventured from the back of the group, “does that 
giant turtle have a room in the mansion?” 

“No, replied the man, “Jim prefers to live in the jungle, like many of the 
creatures. But he’s welcome here if he changes his mind, just as they all are’ 

“Don't you ever run out of space for everyone?” 

“Never, Mr. Today said with a mysterious smile. He then turned to the 
group and said, “Children, please find your rooms. You'll know which one is 
yours as you walk along the hallway because your door will call out a greeting 
to you when you come near it. Inside you'll find everything you need to be 
comfortable. Once you feel quite settled, feel free to roam about the mansion 
at will. This is your home now’ 

Most of the children dispersed. The girls watched curiously as some of the 
boys seemed to disappear straight through the wall, and the boys watched the 
girls do the same. Only a few hung back—Alex, Lani, and Meghan briefly 
talked over their plans to meet again before going off to find their rooms. 

Samheed hesitated as well. The boy’s sullen look had mostly worn off his 
face by now. “Mr. Today? You missed one. Where does that hallway lead?” he 
asked. 

Mr. Today looked to where the boy was pointing, and then regarded 
Samheed carefully for a short moment. “Hmm,’ he said, scratching at his 
electric hair. He wore a strange, curious smile on his face. “I’m surprised you 
can see it, Samheed” 





Magic and Art 


Lani and Meghan made their way down the long hallway in search of their 


rooms in the mansion. Meghan’s door called out to her almost immediately, as 
it was located near the entrance to the balcony. After a quick exchange and a 
reminder to meet in the lounge later, Lani continued down the hallway alone. 
All the other new children had found their rooms as well by now, so the 
hallway was eerily silent. 

Lani walked slowly past more statues, who nodded to her cordially if she 
looked at them, and bright square things on the walls—paintings, Mr. Today 
had called them—of all colors and sizes. As she neared the end, growing more 
and more concerned that there would be no door calling out her name, one 
burst open, and a smallish, yellowish, featherish figure emerged. Lani startled 
and nearly screamed, because it is one thing to see a magical creature when in 
the company of others, and quite another thing entirely to have one nearly 
upon you when youre alone. 

But it was worry for nothing. The feathery creature—its body might have 
looked like a platypus if it weren't so feathery, and its beak was definitely 
parrotlike—seemed more frightened of Lani than Lani seemed of her. “Squee 
squah!” the creature cried out in a high-pitched voice. 

“I beg your pardon,’ Lani said, stepping back. 

“I beg your pardon, I beg your pardon,’ repeated the creature. 

And Lani, feeling bold—after all, when you've been marked for 
elimination, everything else seems easy—bent down and held out her hand. 
“My name is Lani,’ she said. 

The creature waddled up to Lani, clamped its beak lightly on Lani’s finger, 
and then mimicked the girl, saying, “My name is Lani’ And then it erupted 
into a puffball of giggles and ran madly down the hallway, wings flapping, 
shouting, “Lani, Lani, Lani!” all the way to the end. 

Lani watched in shock until the platyprot—for that is what it was— 
disappeared. If her name is Lani too, then how will I know which room is mine? 
Lani wondered. But the platyprot’s doorway didn't beckon to Lani as she 
passed it. 


Finally, Lani approached the end of what she had thought might be a 
never-ending hallway. “Good evening, Lani!” greeted the last door on the right 
in a very cheerful voice. The door swung open, and Lani walked inside. 

And while several magical things awaited Lani inside her room, she was so 
overwhelmed and exhausted that it was impossible for her to do anything 
except sink into an overstuffed chair. Lani was amazed at its softness, for all 
she had ever known were harsh wooden seats and worn-out bedrolls on the 
floor. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a moment—it had been 
a very long day. Before anyone could say, “Jim the winged tortoise,’ she was 
asleep. 


Elsewhere in the girls’ hall, Meghan explored her room and was delighted to 
find that it was nearly as large as an entire Quill house, with a sitting area, a 
bedroom, and a lovely bathroom with pretty soaps, fluffy towels, and a 
bubbling waterfall bathtub. In the drawers and closets was everything a girl 
could ask for and infinitely more, since Quillens were accustomed to living in 
very sparse conditions. Here all the clothes were exactly the right size, and the 
styles and colors complemented Meghan’s personality and skin tone. The bed 
was not the simple rolled cot shed known—this was soft and cushiony and 
raised up from the floor. The walls were decorated in soft, calm colors of blue 
and green that changed from bright to muted with Meghan’s mood and with 
the passing of afternoon into evening. It was simply dreamy. 

Meghan didn’t know quite what to think about the spacious quarters, the 
design, the unusual objects that were placed about the room, yet she found the 
place utterly enchanting. 

And indeed it was. Both enchanting ... and enchanted. Her room had a 
large rectangular screen on the wall, like a black chalkboard, with information 
scribbled on it. It kept the time and alerted her to upcoming activities and 
events, and all she had to do to find out more about a particular something 
was to touch the word, or ask the board a question. If she didn’t wish the 
board to announce things randomly out loud, she just pressed a button called 
SHUSH on the board. If she wanted a snack and didn't feel like walking all the 
way down to the kitchen, there was a corner of the blackboard that was 
marked PANTRY. If Meghan touched it, she could view the contents of the 
kitchen pantry and send something up by tube. 


Ah, and the tube! Each room in the mansion was equipped with a large 
corner tube made of glass. An opening had been cut into its side. It looked like 
a very tall cylinder with a platform on which to stand, and a miniature 
blackboard inside offered the various destinations available at that particular 
time. 

As Meghan explored her room, she found a stack of papers with unusual 
lines and markings on them; they made no sense to her at all, so she put them 
aside. She also discovered a basket full of long metallic rods and wooden 
sticklike things of various sizes, all containing small holes and tiny levers. 
Cautiously, Meghan touched a wooden stick, and then picked it up with both 
hands, feeling the solid weight of it. She rolled it in her hands curiously, pushed 
a small metal lever near the center and released it, and then peered into the 
hollow end, which opened up like a big O. 

“An oboe is a musical instrument.” 

Meghan whirled around at the voice, but saw no one. 

“You place the other end in your mouth, and blow into it. Like this.’ 
Meghan’s blackboard lit up, and a picture of a beautiful woman appeared. The 
woman wet her lips, then placed her mouth on the instrument and blew into 
it. She moved her fingers on the levers, and a lovely, mournful tune came out 
of it. “Now you try it; the woman said, looking directly into Meghan’s eyes as 
if she were right there in the room. 

“I—I—” Meghan looked at the oboe. She turned it around, and the 
woman in the blackboard showed Meghan how to hold it properly. Meghan 
copied the hand positions, and then wet her lips and blew. 

“A little harder,’ the woman encouraged. “And keep your tongue near it” 

Meghan tried again, and the oboe squeaked. 

The woman smiled warmly. “Lovely. We'll work on that a little each day. 
Until next time, then” 

The woman faded to black, and words appeared once again. Meghan 
quickly put the basket of instruments away when she saw that it was nearly 
time for her to meet her brother. 

She gazed in her closet, somewhat overwhelmed by all the clothes that 
hung there, and after much consideration chose a pale green dress. Looking 
curiously in the bathroom mirror, she fussed with her hair. She stared at the 


clear box on the counter, clueless as to what the various ribbons and bows 
contained within were for. She picked them up and examined them carefully. 

When it was almost eight o'clock, she went to the blackboard, not at all 
sure how to get to the lounge, but finding the word “lounge” in large letters 
written on the board, she touched it. The blackboard shimmered like liquid, 
and a face pressed through, as if it were wearing a black silky mask. The face 
smiled. 

“Good evening, Meghan. My name is Evelyn, and I am your blackboard. 
To get to the lounge, please enter the glass tube in the corner of your room. On 
the miniature blackboard inside the tube, press the word ‘lounge; and you'll be 
there in no time’ 

“Um ... thank you, Evelyn” Meghan entered the tube, biting her lip 
nervously, took a deep breath, and pushed the word “lounge” on the small 
board. She didn't even have time to close her eyes before the scene changed—it 
was almost as if her room became the lounge. She stepped out of the glass tube 
and looked at her surroundings. 

The lounge was enormous—three times the size of the kitchen. Dozens if 
not a hundred people as well as a few odd-looking creatures chatted and 
danced and laughed with each other. A band played fast music in the corner, 
and in the center of the room was a large circular island counter with stools all 
around. 

There were no gathering places like this in Quill—letting people gather 
during leisure time was dangerous. Everyone knew that; it just wasn’t allowed. 
So Meghan was quite unsure of the lounge, for she could draw nothing from 
her memory with which to compare it. 

As Meghan stood uncertainly with her back to the tube, trying very hard 
to remember what her brother looked like and wondering how much he 
might have changed in the past five years, someone tapped her on the 
shoulder. She whirled around. 

It was Alex. “Whoa, the tube is completely wacky, isn’t it, Meg? I’ve been 
all around already!” 

Meghan sighed in relief. “I’m so nervous,’ she said. “What if I can’t find my 
brother?” 

Alex shrugged. “Well, use the blackboard, then? 

“How?” 


“Just go over to it and ask it to find him. I'll bet it can do that. It can do 
everything! What have you been doing all this time, taking a nap?” Alex took a 
good look at her. “What the—what’s that in your hair?” He laughed and 
pointed at the ribbon Meghan had finally decided to tie around her ponytail. 
He was completely baffled. 

Meghan ignored him and walked over to the blackboard. “Hello; she said 
uncertainly. A shimmering face pressed outward from the center of the 
blackboard, just as Evelyn had done in her room. 

“Hello, Ms. Ranger” This blackboard had a male voice, and he stretched 
out the a sound in her last name lazily. 

“Tm looking for my brother. Sean. Sean Ranger. Um...’ 

“Ohhhh, delighted to help? the board replied. It cleared its throat. 
Immediately the room’s sound was muted, though no one seemed to notice. 
The band played as usual, people continued in conversation, but there was no 
sound at all until the blackboard spoke again. “Sean Ranger, your poor dear 
sister is standing here in the lounge waiting for you, you dolt” The room’s 
volume immediately resumed its normal level. 

Meghan clapped a hand over her mouth. “Good grief; she said. “You're 
blunt, aren't you?” 

“Wouldn't you be blunt too, if you had to live in a perpetual party room?” 

Meghan hadn't thought about that before. “Yes; she said, “I suppose I 
might be?” 

“Indeed. All right, here he comes. Enjoy your reunion.’ 

“Um... thank you... um...” 

“Earl? 

“Thank you, Earl.’ 

The boards face smiled politely before it melted and was replaced by 
words once again. 

Meghan turned away and scanned the room, biting her fingernails. She 
still didn’t see anyone moving toward her, besides Alex. But when she glanced 
at the row of tubes, someone was just stepping out, combing his fingers 
through his reddish-brown hair and adjusting the collar of his shirt. It was 
Sean. 

Meghan’s heart stuck in her throat. He looked so much older now. She 
vaguely remembered when he left the family. He was a gangly boy back then, 


and now he looked like a grown-up. Strange tears flooded her eyes and 
bubbled over as he caught sight of her. 

His face lit up. He walked swiftly toward his sister, picked her up, and 
whirled her around. “Meggie, you—” The words caught in his throat. He set 
her down and hugged her gently, then pushed her shoulders back and looked 
at her, his eyes dancing. “You naughty, naughty thing, you,’ he said, teasing. 
“You've turned out just like your useless older brother. Poor Mother and 
Father.” He sniffed airily. “They won't be allowed another child now. They 
must feel like such failures. Tch? 

Meghan thought she heard a bitter twist to his words, but with all the 
emotions that before now she had been required to suppress, combined with 
all the excitement and surprises and stress of the day, Meghan couldn't be 
quite sure of anything. 

“I—I missed you,’ Meghan said. She blushed. “I just can't believe youre 
here?’ 

Sean grinned. “I know,’ he said. “It’s okay. Lets grab that sofa and table in 
the corner so we can talk. Who's your friend?” Sean pointed to Alex, who had 
been inching away to give the two some privacy. 

“Oh!” Meghan said. Tm sorry—Alex, do you remember my brother, 
Sean?” 

Alex held out his hand awkwardly. “Hey, Sean’ 

Sean gave him a quizzical look and shook his hand. “I remember you—you 
were in our quadrant, he said. “You're one of the twins, aren't you? You boys 
used to come to the Commons with your father to get your milk rations from 
us. Where's your brother?” Sean looked over his shoulder and around the 
room quickly. 

Alex opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The expression on his face 
was enough to make Meghan want to hurriedly change the subject, but it was 
too late. 

“Oh? Sean said. His eyes narrowed. “Well. Thats just rotten cruel to 
separate you. I’m sorry, Alex. Was he Necessary, then, like your folks?” 

“He...” Alex gulped. 

“Aaron was a Wanted,’ Meghan said. “Let’s go sit? 

Alex trailed along, feeling a little numb. Hed mostly forgotten about 
Aaron in the busyness of the day, but now the hurt of being Unwanted 


slammed into his ribs again. “It's not Aarons fault? he said almost 
automatically as he slid on the cushioned sofa next to Meghan. 

Sean's eyes were still narrowed. He looked like he could spit needles if he 
wanted to. “Of course not,’ he said gruffly. “Nobody blames him. Plus, I know 
its probably still a weird concept for you, but we're the lucky ones? 

“He's probably pretty sad tonight,’ Alex mused. “Well. As sad as he can be, 
in Quill? 

Sean and Meghan nodded thoughtfully. “It seems so different already,’ 
Meghan said. “Like, once you know it’s okay to—you know—feel something, 
all the feelings get stronger.’ 

“That’s the truth,’ Sean said. “But better to get stronger than to disappear 
into the Great Lake of Boiling Oil, I always say? He laughed. “So. Have you 
found your way around the tubes yet?” 

“Alex has, Meghan said. “I stayed in my room and blew into one of the 
instruments. It was called oboe” She couldn't help but grin. 

“Hey, listen to you already. It’s ‘played’ an instrument. You played an oboe, 
just as you play all instruments, whether they have a reed or strings or keys or 
a bow” Sean flipped Meghan’s ponytail and grinned. “Wow. You really grew up, 
kid’ 

“So did you. You're like a man’ 

“Im eighteen now. Marcus asked me to think about teaching a class now 
that I’m through with my training and warrior classes” 

“What, um—,’ Alex said, “what exactly do you study here?” 

“Oh, all sorts of things. Art, theater, music, and the magic that goes along 
with them ...’ Sean trailed off when he noticed their puzzled looks. “Clearly, 
I’m getting ahead of things. It’s funny—I sort of forgot how little I knew when 
I got here’ He shook his head, lost in thought. “Anyway, Alex, what were your 
infractions?” 

“I put a stick in the dirt and moved it around, and it made a—it looked 
like a—like a house. And other things. A tree? 

“Oh, excellent. You're an artist, most likely. Did you find any pencils, 
sketch pads, paintbrushes—stuff like that—in your room?” 

“Um...” All the words were foreign to Alex. 

“Long, thin sticks. Some of them have a sharp point; others have stiff hair 
on one end’ Sean watched Alex’s face until it lit up again. “Those are pencils 


and paintbrushes. You take them in your hand and...’ He clapped his hand to 
his forehead and laughed. “Lets make this easier’ Sean pulled a tiny bit of 
paper from his pocket and tapped it with his finger on the table, and a small 
sketch pad and pencil appeared in its place. 

“Wow!” Meghan and Alex both said at once. 

“Watch this,’ Sean said. He quickly sketched a simple meadow scene with a 
large tree and a fence. 

“How'd you do that?” Alex watched the scene appear on the paper as Sean 
moved the pencil around. 

“Getting the sketch pad and pencil here? That was magic. Drawing the 
picture—that’s called art. Drawing. Sketching. There are lots of different 
words for it. And that wasn't magic at all. That was creative talent. You have it 
in you already, you know. Give it a try? 

Alex held the pencil in his left fist, just like he'd done with the stick all 
those years ago. Sean pulled it out of his hand and showed him how to hold it 
properly. “Does it feel best in your left hand, Alex?” 

“Um ..” Alex switched the pencil to his right hand, scowled, and then 
switched it back. “Yeah. The left hand feels good to me’ He concentrated and 
pressed the point to the paper. 

“Not too hard or—” Sean laughed when the point snapped and flew across 
the table. “Or it'll break,” he finished. He pinched the pencil tip, and it grew a 
new perfect point; then he handed it back to Alex. 

Meghan watched, enthralled. “Will we get to learn magic too?” she said, 
inspecting the tip of the pencil. It made no sense to her at all. And she 
absolutely loved it. 

“After a while,’ Sean said. He caught his sister's eye. “Work hard on your 
art first. Once you get really good at it, your instructor will recommend 
moving you up to Magical Warrior Training’ 

“But what is that, exactly? Mr. Today asked us all if we would do it? 

“It’s a class where you learn to defend yourself and to fight, using magical 
weapons of art. Like—” 

“Maybe Quill won't want to fight us,’ Meghan said. 

Sean laughed, although not unkindly. “Oh, yes. I’m sure they will. They’ve 
been gearing up for a fight for fifty years! Why do you think they put their so- 
called best people in the Quillitary?” 


“Hmm, Meghan said thoughtfully. 

Alex, who had been listening all this time as he moved the pencil on the 
paper, said, “How do you fight with art?” He sketched awkwardly and drew a 
house like the one he’d drawn in the mud back in Quill. 

Sean smiled, pointing to the drawing. “Good work so far, Alex. As for 
fighting with art, you'll find out soon enough. It'll be great! You'll learn all 
sorts of amazing things. TIl let your instructors tell you more, though. Hey,’ he 
said abruptly, looking more closely at Alex’s scribbling. “Seriously, that’s not 
bad. Here, let me show you how to do shading. Lighten up with your grip a 
little” He tapped Alex's pencil, and a second pencil fell out of the first, so they 
each had one. 

“I can't wait for Magical Warrior Training,’ Meghan said, more to herself 
than anyone else. Her eyes shone with excitement. 

As Alex and Sean worked, Alex’s tongue sticking out of the corner of his 
mouth in concentration, Meghan slipped away from the table and went up to 
the blackboard. “Hello, Earl)’ she said. 

“Hello again’ 

“Im wondering if you could, you know, gently—I mean, nice and gently if 
you would—summon Lani to come down here? She was supposed to be here 
by now.’ 

“Lani. Hmm. The human girl, right?” 

“Um, yes...” Aren't all girls human here? Meghan wondered. 

“Yes, I'll send her down for you.’ 

“Thank you, Earl.” 

“You're welcome? 

“Hey, Earl?” 

“Yes, Ms. Ranger.’ He sounded bored. 

“Is there anything I can get for you?” 

The eyes on the blackboard blinked in silence, and the lips parted slightly. 
Earl's voice softened. “No, thank you.’ 

A moment later Lani emerged wide-eyed from the tube and laughed when 
she saw Meghan. “That didn't feel like anything at all, she said. 

“Come on—were getting the scoop on all sorts of things from my brother’ 
Meghan linked her arm in Lani’s, and they ran over to the table, where Alex 


and Sean were conversing in serious tones. The sketch pad was closed, and the 
pencil rested on top of it. 

When the girls approached, Sean looked up. “Another friend? I’m Sean 
Ranger, he said, rather importantly. “Who might you be?” 

“Lani. Lani Haluki’ Lani and Meghan sat down. 

Sean's eyes narrowed yet again. “Haluki?” 

“Yes? Lani looked Sean in the eye. 

“The senior governor's daughter?” Sean asked incredulously. 

Lani’s glance didn’t waver, and when she finally answered, her voice was 
quiet and firm. “Not anymore’ 

The four sat in grim silence. 

“You look young to be eliminated,’ Sean said after a while. 

“Tm twelve’ 

“And why ...?” 

“Because I was influencing other children. Telling the stories in my head. 
Making my father look bad, I suppose. He couldn't wait to be rid of me” 

“Tm sorry. 

“Why?” Lani said. “I’m here, arent I?” Her blue eyes flashed. A million 
thoughts raced through her head, like how her relation ship with her father 
had once seemed special, and why she had been so abruptly Purged before her 
thirteenth year. But she didn’t voice her thoughts. They hurt too much. 

Sean smiled kindly. “I see. I’m guessing Artimé will be quite lucky to have 
your talent’ 

Lani softened a little and blocked out the stinging thoughts. “I’m sure it 
will? she said. 

Alex laughed. “You've certainly landed on both feet already.’ His voice was 
filled with admiration. “Have you learned the way things work yet?” 

“No, I took a nap. Can somebody tell me how that tube thing works? 
Where are we, exactly? There aren't any doors.’ 

Alex and Meghan looked up and scanned the room, surprised. “Weird; 
Alex said. “I hadn't noticed? 

“Neither had I; said Meghan. 

“Good observation,’ Sean said. “The lounge isn’t attached to the mansion. 
It’s not actually a physical building. What I mean is, you can't see it from the 
outside. It doesn’t take up any space. Most of Artimé is like that. Remember 


the small, desolate plot of land when you first came through the gate? All of 
Artimé is contained in that tiny area of cement and weeds and the gray, 
broken-down building. Yet Artimé stretches on for miles. Many years ago 
Marcus had just a small world hidden here behind the gates of Quill, but as 
more and more Unwanteds came through, he expanded as necessary and 
created a few artistic instructors to help him teach the children. Now it’s 
almost as if the world runs on its own. Though certainly, he added, “it would 
disappear without a mage like him in control of it? 

“What's a mage?” Lani asked. 

“A magician. Someone who performs magic. Anyway, to answer your 
question, the mansion remains relatively the same size and shape now in order 
to keep people from getting lost, and instead of adding on and adding on like a 
labyrinth, Marcus created the tube so you could get to the places that aren't in 
constant use. This is the most frequently used room, as far as I know. I haven't 
kept up with some of the new places that get added to the tube board. You'll 
have to tube it to some of the classrooms and to the theater. But don’t worry. 
The blackboards know everything and are there to help you if you need it’ 
Sean chuckled. “Some of them have strong personalities, though, so be on your 
guard’ 

Meghan nodded. “You mean like Earl?” 

“Well, yes. But he’s all right. A bit grumpy at times.’ 

Lani and Alex exchanged curious glances across the table as Meghan and 
Sean discussed Earl and the personalities of blackboards. Alex shrugged and 
made a face. Lani stifled a laugh. 

When the brother and sister began discussing Quill and the more delicate 
topic of their mother and father, Lani pointed stealthily to the bar-stool area. 
Alex nodded, and the two slipped away to grab a snack before turning in for 
the night. They noticed and discussed all sorts of odd things, like creatures and 
students doing magic tricks with folded up bits of paper, pencils, and other 
things that Alex and Lani had never seen before. 

What the two didn’t see at first was Samheed standing with an unfamiliar, 
older, sneery-faced boy near the tubes. Eventually, though, Lani noticed 
Samheed watching Alex through narrowed eyelids, a spiteful sort of look on 
his face. Startled, she poked Alex. “What's his problem?” she whispered, 
pointing. 


But by the time Alex turned to look, Samheed and his friend had 
disappeared inside the tubes. 





School 


Several weeks of school and life in Artimé flew by. There was so much to 


learn, like what acting was, and how to tell if music sounded happy or sad, and 
how to write—not a story, yet, but actually how to write numbers and letters. 
Alex and the others could read, of course. But they had not been permitted to 
write. They'd never seen pencils before. Only the governors could authorize a 
teacher to write out lessons in private, and even then they were very careful to 
monitor the sorts of things a teacher would teach. Mostly it was math 
formulas and equations. After all, to be successful in the Quillitary, one 
needed only to know certain things, and writing wasn't one of them. The High 
Priest Justine warned that writing led to creativity, and creativity led to revolt, 
which was very bad. 

But now, with this exciting world awaiting them, the Unwanteds dove into 
their studies. It didn't feel like school at all. And while each child took classes 
in all the arts, each also had one particular art to focus on. For Alex it was 
drawing and painting. For Meghan it was music. For Lani it was writing and 
storytelling, but Lani excelled in almost everything she put her mind to. And 
Samheed was practically born to act on the stage. 

While Samheed’s sharp edges had grown a little bit softer by the end of a 
month, his general sourpuss, angry disposition still reared up regularly. Luckily, 
these emotions came in handy on the theater stage when a role required it, 
and that seemed to diffuse much of the anger directed at others. But Samheed 
continued to hold some unexplained contempt for Alex, and for Artimé. 

Occasionally, Samheed would be seen in the company of the same older, 
sneering boy. The friends found out soon enough that the boy’s name was Will 
Blair, and that like Samheed he was a theater focus. Will’s face wore a 
permanent scowl. Nobody seemed to like him very much. He would shove 
people in crowded hallways and say rude things, as if his work were more 
important than anyone else's. 


“I think Samheed likes hanging around with Will because Will is more of 
an outcast, and it makes Samheed more likeable by comparison,’ Meghan said, 
crunching on an apple at lunch one day when it was just she and Alex at the 
table. 

“Whatever, Alex said. “I think Samheed is just mean. He was mean back 
in Quill, and he’s still mean. I have no idea what his problem is, and I don’t 
care.’ Even so, Alex got an uncomfortable, prickly feeling whenever he saw the 
two boys hunching over in private conversation at a corner table in the lounge 
and stealing glances around them or studying Alex as they whispered. It was 
rather unsettling. 

But mainly Alex absorbed himself in his art under the instruction of 
Artimé’s finest painting teacher, Ms. Octavia, an octogator, and he had very 
little time to think about Samheed and Will Blair. 

“Dont be afraid of me, Alex,’ the octogator had said when Alex first met 
her, face-to-face with her alligator mouth full of teeth, and half her octopus 
tentacles floating about, almost as if she were walking on air. 

“O-okay,’ Alex said, noting the location of the door in case he would need 
to escape. 

“Im Ms. Octavia. Mr. Today created me many years ago to cover an area 
of instruction in which he was not particularly gifted—the fine art of drawing 
and painting. Wasn't it thoughtful of him to give me so many ways to excel in 
my craft?” She carried with her an eraser, a paintbrush, a pencil, charcoal 
sticks, a palette, and a cup of coffee, and could work on various tasks 
simultaneously. 

Alex nodded. He glanced at her sharp teeth, gleaming in the brightly lit 
room. “I bet all your students listen to you too,’ he said. 

“Quite right” Ms. Octavia grinned toothily. 


Alex learned quickly over his first few weeks to use a pencil, charcoals, ink, 
and paints, experimenting with colors and depth, precision lines and vast 
strokes with his paintbrushes. He began by drawing and painting simple 
objects like a shoe, a pineapple, and a cactus, and moving on to structures and 
landscapes. 

“You've got a special way with that brush, Alex, and a keen eye for color, 
Ms. Octavia said, her appendages floating about her, busy with tasks. “Your 


paintings are your forte. I think you're one of the most promising students I’ve 
ever had’ She gave an approving nod despite her stern bulbous eyes peering 
through the wire half-glasses that perched on her alligator snout. 

With eight appendages Ms. Octavia could create vast paintings and 
charcoal drawings in no time at all, and she expected perfection from her 
students. But she had a soft spot for Alex and praised him liberally. 

With all this praise, Alex was certain he would soon be allowed to begin 
further training. “I can’t wait to advance to Magical Warrior Training,’ Alex 
said one day. “Do you think it'll be soon?” 

The odd look on Ms. Octavia's face stopped him. “All in good time,’ she 
said finally. 

“Oh? Alex looked away and shoved his hands into his pockets, 
embarrassed, determined not to ask the question again. 


HYUK 


Meghan adored her instructor too: Ms. Claire Morning. Ms. Morning was a 
tall, striking woman of forty or so, with long, honey-colored hair and a warm 
complexion. She was the same person who had popped in for a chat on 
Meghan’s blackboard on that first day to teach Meghan the lesson with the 
oboe. Claire Morning was full of praise, and Meghan excelled and grew 
increasingly confident with her music as time passed. Meghan not only 
enjoyed playing the oboe and piccolo, but she loved to dance and sing as well, 
and her voice had such a mesmerizing lilt to it that people and creatures alike 
often felt compelled to stop in the hallway outside the practice room just to 
listen to Meghan sing. 

“With a voice like yours, Ms. Morning told Meghan after three months 
had passed, “I do believe you are quite ready to train magically with your art as 
a warrior now, Meghan. I will talk with Mr. Today about it this afternoon?” 

Meghan’s face lit up. Shed been dying to start her magical training ever 
since she saw her brother perform magic on the day she reunited with him. 
“Yes!” she said. “I’ve been so impatient. So I'll be the first of my class to start, 
right?” She grinned. “Alex will be so jealous’ 

Ms. Morning smiled. “Your gifts are very strong, like your brother's. He 
was the first of his class to begin magical training as well” Her voice turned 
contemplative. “But you may want to ask him about how best to deal with 


your successes in front of your friends. I know he had quite a difficult time 
being the first? 

“Did he?” Meghan asked. “He didn’t mention it? 

Ms. Morning sat down at the desk next to Meghan’. “It is because you are 
all so unused to expressing your emotions, and now that youre allowed to do 
so, sometimes they can grow wildly out of control. All of you have felt the 
sting of not being a Wanted or a Necessary. It’s not a pain that goes away 
quickly, and it resurfaces sometimes without warning’ 

Meghan grew somber. “Youre right, she said softly. “But that’s why being 
the first feels so nice. Like I am actually ... you know.’ She blushed and scraped 
the toe of her sandal on the marble floor. “Like I’m valuable or something’ Her 
face burned. 

Ms. Morning patted Meghan’s shoulder and tipped the girl's chin up. “You 
are valuable, indeed,’ she said quietly. 

“Then, why ...?” 

“Because this will feel like another failure to your friends.’ 

Meghan thought about that for a long moment. She sighed, and though 
she didn’t want to say it, she did. “Maybe I should wait for them to catch up’ 

Ms. Morning smiled warmly. “That is a very generous thing to say, 
Meghan. You are a mature young woman. But we shan't wait for them. Our 
warriors need you, and they need you now. You must learn everything you 
can, as quickly as you can. The others will join you eventually—perhaps your 
success will drive them to succeed as well” Her smile remained warm, but her 
eyes became shadowed with a hint of ... something. Was it fear? 

Meghan didn't dare to ask, and after a moment the shadow passed and 
Ms. Morning continued on in her cheerful manner so convincingly that 
Meghan thought she must have imagined it. 

After her private lesson Meghan left the practice room bubbling with 
excitement, but also a bit anxious to know how Mr. Today would respond to 
Ms. Morning’s suggestion. She decided she would keep her news quiet until 
she was certain, and only discuss it privately with Sean. Hopefully, she 
thought, he'd have some good advice for her. She joined the others in the last 
class of the day, Actors’ Studio, which they all shared. 

In the midst of it she was so deep into her thoughts that Alex had to poke 
her in the arm when it was her turn to perform, and she was so befuddled that 


she flubbed her lines quite horribly, which made Samheed frustrated enough 
that he threw his script at her. 

It hit her squarely in the forehead, and as it was Shakespeare's The 
Merchant of Venice, it was thick enough to hurt. 

“Hey!” she shouted. And without thinking, she flung her script at 
Samheed, hitting the back of his head as he stomped off the stage. 

“Why, you little ....” Samheed charged toward Meghan, his boots thumping 
and echoing in the auditorium. 

Lani and Alex jumped up before anyone else even noticed what was 
happening. Alex grabbed and yanked Samheed’s arm, while Lani stood in 
between the spitting Meghan and the growling Samheed. 

At the assault from Alex, Samheed wrenched his arm from Alex’s grasp 
and promptly slugged him in the eye, knocking Alex flat and causing quite an 
outrage with the other students, until the stage was crawling with thirteen- 
year-olds taking swipes and cuffing one another. The voices joined in 
crescendo, and the volume grew to such riotous proportions that the poor 
little instructor, Mr. Appleblossom, had to resort to standing on a chair and 
reciting a magical soliloquy so deathly boring that it not only sucked all the 
energy from the room, causing the students to fall limply on the stage, but it 
also put some of the smaller ones like Lani into a deep sleep. 

“Oh dear, oh dear, please summon Marcus now!” Mr. Appleblossom called 
out to the blackboard in his typical rhyming, iambic-pentameter fashion. He 
wrung his hands and muttered, “And quickly, please. I swear, I don’t know how 

“I have done so already. He’s coming through tube.’ The theater blackboard 
preferred free verse. 

Immediately Mr. Today appeared and surveyed the scene, twenty students 
flattened, arms and legs hanging motionless off the edge of the stage or 
swinging lightly with what little momentum remained. “Good heavens,’ Mr. 
Today said. “Have we had a bit of a brawl, Sigfried?” 

Mr. Appleblossom, pacing and muttering still, held out his hands 
dramatically and cried, “Oh why, oh why, this ruthless waste on me? Am I but 
sand, and they the stormy sea?” 

Mr. Today coughed loudly into his hand, although it might have sounded 
more like a laugh to anyone who was listening closely. When he could speak 


again, he smiled politely. “Dear, dear Sigfried, your troubles are great indeed. 
And yes, it’s true this sort of thing rarely happens elsewhere, but surely you 
understand the nature of the theater and its desperate want for dramatics ... 
don't you?” Mr. Today had to sort of squinch his lips together to keep from an 
all-out grin, which would of course lead to chuckling, which wouldn't be good 
at all at this moment, he knew. 

“Aye; sighed Mr. Appleblossom, “tis true, the actions in the stage. 
However, wishes me they'd tone the rage. For what, but spells, is there for me 
to do to stop the madness—’fore they slug me too?” He dropped his arms 
heavily at his sides and gazed imploringly at Mr. Today. 

“You did the right thing, Siggy.’ He turned toward the stage. “Did you hear 
that, students? I want you all to think about your actions, because next time 
Mr. Appleblossom won't be quite so kind in stopping you. If you don't work 
out your differences in a proper manner, next time he'll use a stinging 
soliloquy rather than the boring one, and you'll all be really very sorry that it 
came to that. Is that clear?” Mr. Today didn’t wait for an answer, since the 
children were rather unable to speak. He turned back to Mr. Appleblossom. 
“Let's hope that’s the last of it for this group,’ he said quietly. 

Mr. Appleblossom sighed again, but this time it was a more relaxed sort of 
sigh, or maybe just a simple letting out of breath that had been held. “Great 
thanks and more, my friend; TIl keep them here. Perhaps you'll join me later 
for a—” 

“Cup of tea?” interrupted Mr. Today. “Of course. Just let them go when the 
spell wears off. Incidentally, what strength spell did you use? A temporary one, 
I’m assuming.’ 

“Well ... ‘twas quite a row, you'll understand it. An hour, less or more, will 
sure disband it” 

“Fine and good. If you need me again, please do summon.’ And with that, 
along with a hasty shaking of Mr. Apple blossom’s hand, Mr. Today 
disappeared inside the tube before the instructor could fire off another 
rhyming couplet. 

When the spell wore off, each child regained his full presence at his own 
pace, the bigger students before the smaller ones. Samheed was first, being 
quite solid and muscular already for his age. He stood and looked at the scene, 


at Alex's face now puffing up red and purple, and he hung his head slightly, 


feeling a bit ashamed. “May I go?” he asked Mr. Appleblossom in a resigned 
voice. 

The instructor didn’t pause as he scratched notes in his paperwork. He 
merely nodded stiffly, like one of the mansion statues. But as Samheed neared 
the tube, Mr. Appleblossom turned and spoke a warning to the boy. 


You know, Samheed, no rival can compare 

his acting gifts to yours, but I declare: 

If you don't shake that attitude, and soon, 

TU drop you from my program. You'll be goon. 


Samheed’s face burned at the reproach from his own private instructor. 
Yet he couldn't resist giving the little man a puzzled look. “Goon?” 

Mr. Appleblossom sighed impatiently. “Gone; then. Oh, my stars, I hate 
imperfects.’ 

Samheed dropped his gaze, entered the tube, and completed the couplet 
for his teacher. “I’m sorry, sir. I meant no disrespects.’ 

When Samheed was gone, Mr. Appleblossom tapped his forefinger against 
his lips and, after a thoughtful moment, smiled grimly to himself. 


Samheed’s First Secret 


The next evening, after everyone had ignored him completely due to his 


nasty behavior, Samheed sought and found Alex in the lounge. He slipped 
uneasily into the curved booth seat around the table from him, scouring Alex's 
face, and frowned. “All right, Stowe. I’m sorry about the black eye,’ he said, a 
bit begrudgingly. 

Alex shrugged and fixed his eyes on the tube, waiting for Meghan. 

Samheed rolled his eyes, as if it pained him to say it. “I mean it. I just ... 
when I get mad, I just sort of go ... a little crazy’ 

Alex looked down at the floor. “All right,’ he said, his voice cool. “It’s not 
like I care, anyhow. And I know youre only apologizing so Mr. Appleblossom 
will keep you in the program. I heard what he said. Youre a real jerk 
sometimes. And I’m not afraid to punch you back, you know’ 

Samheed, who stood several inches taller and weighed several pounds 
more than Alex, tried not to scoff. “Oh, I know,’ he said as seriously as he 
could. “You can punch me now if you want’ 

Alex glanced up at Samheed, a suspicious look on his face. “What's the fun 
in that?” 

“None for me, that’s for sure’ 

“Td rather pound you when youre not expecting it? 

“Well,” Samheed said, “I can’t be sure how I'd respond to a sneak attack. I 
might punch you again, and then wed be right back in this stupid mess? 

“That would be awkward); Alex said. He relaxed his shoulders a bit. 

Samheed nodded. He looked over to the bar, squinted, and impatiently 
waved off his friend Will Blair. Will glowered back, his eyes like slits. 

“What's with that guy, anyway?” Alex asked. “He's so ... snarly?” 

“He's not so bad when you get to know him; Samheed said, sounding a 
little bit defensive. 

“Oh, yeah?” Alex didn’t believe it. 

“He's just, I don’t know. He's acting. I guess.’ 

“Right? 


“Seriously. That’s what he said when I asked him. And he’s really good. He's 
got some amazing spells’ 

“Well, why would he want to hang around with a new kid like you? Did 
you know him in Quill or something?” 

“Yeah, I did. He lived in my column, two houses back. His father is the 
Quillitary general’ 

Alex looked shocked. “You lived in the Quillitary Sector? Your parents are 
Wanteds? You always walked beyond that sector from school.’ 

Samheed’s eyes flared. “I went to the Quillitary to do work with my father 
every day after school, to train and prepare myself for ... Anyway. So what if 
my parents were Wanteds? Will's parents were Wanteds. Heck, Lani’s parents 
were Wanteds, and her father is the senior governor! But look where that got 
her. And look at you—youre Unwanted, your parents are Necessaries, and 
your evil twin turned out to be Wanted. There’s no pattern, Stowe’ Samheed 
nearly spit venom with the last words. 

“My brother is not evil!” Alex said, a little louder than he had planned. He 
hastily settled back in the seat and took a deep breath. 

“Right. Sure, he’s not?’ 

“What do you know, anyway? You're just as Unwanted as I am.’ 

“I know plenty,’ Samheed sniffed. “And no, I’m not as Unwanted as you or 
anybody else,’ he continued hotly. “I was supposed to join the Quillitary. I was 
supposed to be a Wanted—Will Blair's father told me so himself! I only had 
one minor offense, and they were going to let it pass. But at the last minute 
somebody snitched on me for something else I said. Reported me to the 
governors a week before the Purge?’ 

“Youre lying,’ Alex said, horrified. “What was the offense?” 

Samheed pressed his lips together. His face was red with anger. But his 
answer came out quiet, even. “Dramatic Boasting” 

Alex sat, stunned. “You mean ... on the last day of school? When you and 
Aaron and I were walking home?” 

Samheed nodded. 

“But there weren't any adults around!” 

Samheed just stared at Alex. 

“So who ...?” Alex began, then turned pale. “No ...;” he whispered. “I don’t 
believe it? 


Samheed sat excruciatingly still, his gaze never wavering. 

Alex slumped back in his seat, trying to comprehend. Trying to remember 
if anyone else had been nearby as they left the school grounds that day. “How 
do you know?” 

“Who else could it have been, Alex? You?” Samheed snorted. 

Could it be true? Alex dropped his gaze to the table and shook his head 
slowly. Finally he looked up and saw that Samheed’s stare had softened slightly. 
“If it’s true, Samheed,’ Alex said softly, almost helplessly, “I’m ... I’m sorry? 

Samheed hastily looked away and bit his lip. His eyes glistened but 
remained hard. “Sall right, Stowe,’ he said finally. “At least we're not dead. But 
that doesn’t mean I'll ever forget what your lousy brother did to me’ 

The two boys sat, saying nothing, until Meghan and Lani arrived and 
slipped in the booth on Alex's side, eyeing Samheed suspiciously. 

Samheed looked up. “Hey. Look, I’m sorry for the fight I caused in Actors’ 
Studio. Forgive me?” 

Alex looked away as both girls sat, slack-jawed, until Meghan murmured, 
“Of course, Samheed,’ and Lani echoed, “Of course” Hastily they all began 
babbling about their school-work in an attempt to change the uncomfortable 
subject. And then the next uncomfortable subject came up. 

“Well, guys, I have news. I'm beginning Magical Warrior Training,’ 
Meghan said, eyes bright. 

Lani shrieked and hugged Meghan. Samheed’ lips parted in surprise; then 
he didn’t even try to hide his scowl. And Alex grinned, trying to ignore the 
sinking feeling in his stomach for the sake of his best friend. 


One by One, the Warriors 


Á fter the initial shock Alex was truly glad for Meghan, thinking surely hed 


not be far behind. After all, he was excelling in painting and drawing and had 
advanced to charcoals and sculpting, for which he had a special knack. The 
normally stern Ms. Octavia gave him the highest marks on everything and 
praised him until he grew red in the face. With only two hands (compared to 
her eight) he exceeded every assignment and finished with speed and grace. 
His attention to detail was well beyond his years. 

“Marvelous and perfectly accurate, Ms. Octavia had said of Alex's 
charcoal sketch of the sea speckled with islands in the distance. 

“Simply primitive!” she'd praised when Alex showed her his stark sculpture 
replica of the High Priest Justine’s palace. 

And with all this praise, every day Alex waited anxiously for his private 
lesson, hoping to hear the same news that Meghan had received already: that 
Ms. Octavia would be talking to Mr. Today about advancing him to Magical 
Warrior Training. But every day, in the awkward silence at the end of each 
session, she merely praised him for his stunning work and sent him on without 
another word. 

Soon Lani—and a month later Samheed—joined the ranks of student 
warriors, leaving Alex as the only one in his group of friends not to have 
earned a coveted component vest, which the others wore proudly to class. 
Conversations grew awkward. Alex took to brooding alone rather than share 
the pain of what he perceived as his failures. 

Meghan was especially thoughtful about not discussing warrior classes too 
much in front of Alex, but there were times when even she couldn't help but 
show off a spell. Meghan could now lull a person or creature into a trance with 
her singing, and her high-pitched piccolo could cause someone to turn tail and 
run away screaming. When she danced the fire step, whomever she aimed her 
focus toward would suddenly feel his feet grow warm, then hot, then near 
blistering. 

Samheed was a quick study in the soliloquy, and he had mastered several 
styles by now that all had different effects on people. His dagger spell was most 


impressive, for those he used it on would see and feel a magical dagger 
plunging into their chests, and they‘ fall to the ground, stunned, though the 
spell did no actual damage to them. He could also “call horse,’ and an invisible 
steed would come to him and take him wherever he wanted to go. He 
practiced this one often on the lawn outside (although once he tried it in his 
room, which made a terrible mess), and he even ventured into the forest with 
the steed on a few occasions. But each time he quickly returned to the lawn, 
having gotten the wits scared out of him first by a large gray wolf, and then by 
Simber, the prowling winged-cheetah statue, who apparently had left his post 
by the mansion door and was out on a hunt for food that evening. 

But Meghan and even Samheed were careful not to perform any magic on 
Alex, since he couldn't fight back. 

Lani, on the other hand, was quickly becoming a big pain in Alex’s side. 
She wouldn't leave him alone, and she didn’t seem to understand how gut- 
wrenchingly awful Alex was feeling about having been passed by a twelve- 
year-old. And how embarrassed hed been when she magically changed his 
lines in Actors’ Studio as a joke, and when she made him fall asleep at dinner 
by using a secret phrase. One day at lunch Lani put Alex to sleep and he fell 
face-first into his soup. 

He awoke immediately with a sputter. “What—what is your problem?” he 
shouted when he had his wits about him again. He grabbed his napkin and 
began to wipe his face, but there were noodles in his hair, and a small slice of 
carrot stuck to his cheek. 

Lani giggled. Even Meghan had to hide a smile, and Sam-heed just 
smirked. 

Alex looked down at his soiled shirt, and then he set his napkin on the 
table. He stood, pushed his chair in, and left without a word, without looking 
back. 

Meghan’s eyes widened, and she almost stood to go after him, but Lani 
waved him off. “He’s just a sorehead,’ she said. 

“You should tell him you're sorry,’ Meghan said. 

“It was just a joke. He'll get over it? 


» ya « 


Lani didn't apologize to Alex, and he'd had all he could stand. From that point 
on, Alex withdrew from the others and took his meals in his room. And since 
they used the blackboards to call on him, he shut them out by putting Clive, 
his blackboard, on permanent “shush?” 

He spent his free time in his room, drawing and painting like mad, 
desperate to improve enough to make it to the warrior level of instruction. 
Late in the evenings, when his arms ached and loneliness clawed at his insides, 
he lay on his bed and thought about home, and about Aaron, and about what 
Samheed had said. Alex still had a hard time believing that his brother, Aaron, 
would have reported a fellow classmate. Why would Aaron do something like 
that? Many nights Alex chose to stand by his brother in favor of Samheed. 
After all, Alex knew his brother best of anyone, didn’t he? And he knew from 
experience that Aaron was creative too—he'd just never been caught. If only 
Alex had known before the Purge what being Unwanted really meant, he 
would have reported his brother in an instant so they could be together. 

“Oh, Aaron,’ hed groan, feeling helpless to save him. Alex began to miss 
Aaron terribly now that he felt so distanced from his friends. 

And even though there was nothing that could bring Alex back together 
with his twin, he sometimes got a feeling, or a notion, almost like he could sense 
Aaron's presence and understand his thoughts. This made Alex feel even more 
alone. He wondered what Aaron was doing, how his studies at Wanted 
University were going, and what he was especially good at. And he wondered 
if Aaron was sad, as sad as Alex was sometimes. 

“No, probably not,’ Alex said. He grew so lonely that recently he had 
begun chatting aloud, even arguing with himself. “It’s impossible for Quillens 
to feel anywhere near as sad as we can feel here in Artimé. 

“But he believes that I’m dead. That’s got to make him sad,’ Alex argued. 

“Don't forget where you came from, Alex. He's forgotten you, like he was 
taught to do’ 

And yet Alex couldn't help feeling like Aaron was somehow different 
because of their birth link. That maybe, just maybe, Aaron was mourning for 
him. Over time Alex grew convinced that Aaron belonged here in Artimé too. 





Parallel Lessons 


Aaron Stowe sat rigidly in the hot classroom at Wanted University as he had 


done every day for more months than he could recall, willing the sweat not to 
drip and sting his eyes. But it was no use. Droplets landed on the ancient pages 
of the musty-smelling book on his desk. But Aaron studied it despite that, for 
he knew he must let nothing distract him from the most important class in the 
university: Governmental History of Quill, taught by the governors 
themselves. 

“Quill is the land of the strong,’ Governor Strang droned. “The strongest 
society that exists. We are feared, yet we are always on the ready for attack 
from those who want what we have’ 

The class of more than twenty nodded sharply, as their instructor required 
of them during lectures. 

The governor continued. “As your parents and instructors taught you, the 
land of Quill is nearly surrounded by enemies, except for the Great Lake of 
Boiling Oil, which lies beyond the south wall’ Half the class shuddered at the 
mention of the deathly place, but the students kept their eyes on the books in 
front of them, as they had been taught to do. 

Aaron scanned the worn page before him, wanting to know more about 
the enemies, but there was no description. He wondered how the governors 
knew that other lands wanted to attack, since there had been no 
communication outside the walls of Quill in fifty years. But he knew better 
than to ask. To question a governor would not only risk his quest to someday 
actually become a governor himself, but could risk his life as well. 

“Yet Quill continues to grow as a powerful force, with the most modern 
fleet of tanks and all-terrain vehicles and the grandest, most intelligent 
military of any kingdom in all the world!” Governor Strang took a breath and 
wiped his brow with his handkerchief. 

“Quill prevails when the strong survive!” shouted the class in unison, 
Aaron among the loudest, even though he wondered how they could fight so 
well when the Quillitary vehicles kept breaking down and falling into rusty, 


smoke-belching disrepair along the road that encircled Quill. Thank the high 
priest that no one else can exceed the level of our poor fleet, Aaron thought. 

“And our great and fearless ruler, the High Priest Justine, has improved the 
people of Quill a thousand percent by eliminating the incapable among us!” 

The classroom erupted again, as if on cue. “Highest honor to the High 
Priest Justine! Long may she rule the land of the Wanteds! May all our 
enemies die a thousand deaths!” 

Aaron snuffed out the twinge in his belly by switching his thoughts to his 
daily mantra. I am strong! May Quill prevail with all I have in me! 


On Sunday afternoons Mr. Today swept through the grounds of Artimé, his 
long gown flowing over the sweet-smelling grass and often dipping into the 
gentle waves of the sea when he walked along the narrow strand of beach. 
Behind him, like ducklings, trailed the most recent group of Unwanteds, eager 
to learn from the old man who would answer any question the young teens 
could think of, even the ones that seemed obvious. 

“Tell us more about Quill,” someone invariably asked, for that was the 
hottest topic. As each child spent another month in Artimé, the questions 
grew about Quill and how awful it was. 

“What, again?” Mr. Today teased. “Perhaps you all need something that 
will help you remember from week to week? 

For Alex this was the only time each week where he felt on the same level 
as the others, and he didn't have to fear Lani’s magical pranks when in the 
presence of Mr. Today. All the Unwanteds, of all levels of training, were 
equally astounded by the odd and sinister practices of the land they'd never 
thought to question before. 

Meghan spoke up. “Mr. Today, if Quill is so powerful, then why is 
everything so rusted and broken down?” 

“Well, Meghan,’ Mr. Today said, climbing to the lawn and settling for a 
chat on the grass, “most likely it’s because Quill hasnt figured out how to 
manufacture and produce metal products, and it no longer trades with other 
lands for goods. So every piece of metal in Quill is at least fifty years old, as are 
the vehicles. And the oil they use is some concoction of rainwater and chicken 
fat. Not ideal, in my opinion.’ The Unwanteds sat down around him. 

“But why did Justine stop trading with other lands?” 


The mage pressed his lips together. “Hmm. Isolationism is the root of it, I 
think. Fear and a suspicion of strangers is, I’m afraid, a characteristic of many 
humans. 

“Justine wanted no outsiders to infiltrate Quill—if others were coming and 
going, trading goods from other lands, the traders might have spoken to the 
people of Quill and questioned Justine’s rule. Justine would have none of that. 
Her idea of power is to run Quill like a puppet show—everyone doing only as 
she, the puppet master, demands’ 

The children smiled at the idea of a puppet show, for they all knew by now 
what puppets were, but their smiles turned to concerned looks when they 
realized that they, like their parents, had been the puppets. 

“Mr. Today,’ someone else asked, “why is the gate only locked from their 
side? If you are so trusted by the High Priest Justine, why does she lock you 
out of Quill?” 

“Ah. Well, that is the way of Justine, isn’t it? Protection from everything, 
control of everything. No one allowed even a peek outside those walls, right? 
Not that any Quillen dares come near our gate. And certainly, what if a group 
of Unwanteds, on the way to their deaths, were to revolt and overpower the 
Eliminators? Justine wouldn't want that mess spilling over into Quill. Alas, 
locking the gate was not my choice to make. And while I don’t wish anyone to 
go back to Quill, for fear of exposing Artimé, I also don’t wish to hold anyone 
hostage.’ 

“Why doesn’t anyone challenge the High Priest Justine?” asked Alex. 

Mr. Today smiled ruefully. “They are afraid to, for of course they would be 
killed. And no one knows any different, my boy—without knowledge that life 
can be different, there can be no desire to change it. Their minds are too numb 
to think as we think. Therefore the thought of challenging Justine simply isn’t 
possible? 

Alex had another question too. “Mr. Today,’ he said rather abruptly, “why 
don't you challenge Justine? Why don’t you go into Quill and take over and 
teach them how to live like we do?” 

The old man scratched his head and sighed wearily. He looked out over the 
land of Artimé, scanning the jungle, the grassy grounds, the mansion. “Because 
it would expose all of this. Because Justine is not a threat to us as long as she 
doesn’t know of our existence” Mr. Today looked at the children, who 


gathered around him to catch his every word. “Because I don't believe that 
starting a war and demanding the people of Quill follow our way of life is ever 
going to work—they are too set in their ways to handle such an abrupt change. 
If Quill is to change, it will have to be on Quills own terms. One day ...” He 
sighed and trailed off. “Justine is an old woman. I await her death by natural 
causes. Perhaps then things will change ... and perhaps without a war. It is 
what I hope for. And if I have anything in me at all, it’s hope’ After a moment 
he added very softly, “And maybe a little fear, too” 

The students, quiet as the grass upon which they sat, held their breath in 
hopes that Mr. Today would continue. But their leader seemed lost in deep 
thoughts. 

Alex looked out over the sea. He felt that familiar pang of loneliness for his 
brother, and wished he could figure out a safe way to tell Aaron how to get in 
without exposing Artimé. 

After a while, when most of the Unwanteds had taken the long, 
contemplative silence as a dismissal to go and explore, Lani alone remained 
next to Mr. Today, a look of consternation growing on her face. 

“Mr. Today,’ she said. 

The old man startled out of his reverie. “Yes, Lani” 

“What if the next ruler of Quill is worse than Justine?” Lani’s face turned 
puce as she tried to appear nonchalant. She knew who the next ruler would be. 

Mr. Today smiled ruefully at the girl. “Time holds hope for many 
impossible things. Let's not give up on your father just yet’ 

Mr. Today rose, shook the grass and wrinkles from his robe, nodded to 
Lani, and continued his walk alone now. 

Lani lay back heavily on the grass, thinking about what would happen if 
Artimé were to go to war with Quill. Determined that if she ever came face- 
to-face in war with her father, the next in line to the High Priest, she would 
kill him herself. 





Losing Patience 


Meghan leaned toward Alex during Actors’ Studio and whispered, “What 


do you suppose Mr. Today meant last Sunday when he said it wasn't his choice 
to—” “Hmm?” Annoyed, Alex looked up from the original Appleblossom 
script Perseus! Perseus! He was trying to memorize his lines. Mr. Appleblossom 
scurried about on stage, muttering in his typical rhyming manner, directing 
the actors who were in the current scene while the rest of the class sat in the 
auditorium, watching and going over their scripts. Lani and Samheed were 
onstage, in costume. Flubbing up royally, Alex thought. 

Meghan rolled her eyes. “I said, what could it mean that Mr. Today didn’t 
choose to have the gate locked from the Quill side? Doesn't Mr. Today have 
complete control over Artimé and all the spells that are in place? Couldn't he 
easily cast an illusion spell that would—” 

Alex let the script fall heavily to his lap. He scowled. “How should I know? 
Why don’t you ask your Magical Warrior instructor? I hardly know a thing 
about magic, as everyone here keeps reminding me’ 

Flinching, Meghan leaned away from him again. “Gosh, Alex? She drew 
her lips into a pout. “Nobody’s trying to rub it in. Honestly. Why don’t you ask 
Ms. Octavia why she hasn’t recommended you yet?” 

“No, Alex said, a bit too gruffly. He remembered the last time he'd asked, 
and how hed vowed never to ask again. 

“Are you getting all of your required work done?” 

Alex stared at her, pointedly. “Not at the moment,’ he said, and picked up 
his script again. His cue was coming up, and he wanted to be ready. He rose 
from his seat and pushed through the door that led backstage to the props 
table, grabbed his sword and a pair of winged sandals, and awaited his cue. 

Meghan followed him as Mr. Appleblossom set the onstage actors in 
motion again. “Alex; she whispered in the dimly lit hallway that led to the 
stage. 

“What now?” 

“We—all of us—especially Lani—” 


“Are being horrible to me? Yes, Meg, I’m well aware of that? Alex’s words 
were icy cold. He ignored the twinge in his gut that told him to stop talking, 
and continued. “You all need to grow up. Especially Lani” Alex slipped his feet 
into the sandals and buckled them tightly. 

“That's not what I—” 

“I wish you had a shush button! Now be quiet. My cue’s coming up,’ Alex 
said. He turned away to focus on the stage, a gleam in his eye, his sword 
gripped tightly in his hand. 

Meghan glared at Alex's back for a moment, then turned and flounced 
back out to the auditorium, muttering, “We need to grow up? We need to grow 
up?” under her breath. 


On cue Alex entered stage left. Mr. Appleblossom waved his hand and cast a 
spell on the winged sandals. The white, feathery wings flapped, and slowly 
Alex rose in the air. He concentrated to keep his balance as the sandals 
propelled him to center stage, where Lani, in a tremendously large-headed 
costume, lay, feigning sleep. 

Drawing his sword and holding it high, Alex projected his voice in a 
sinister tone. “Aha! You there, Medusa, your snakes betray you. I come at the 
bequest of King Polydectus, who has demanded your head on a platter!” 
Feeling a bit reckless and pent-up, Alex ad-libbed, “I see it shall take several 
platters to hold it all” 

Lani glared. And with that, Alex shouted, “Have at you!” and brought 
down the sword upon the top half of Lani’s ornate costumed head, sending the 
squirming snake portion of the costume rolling across the stage and leaving 
Lani trembling. Whether she trembled in fear of the sword or as part of her 
act, Alex wasn't sure. He grinned wickedly. That felt good. 

Mr. Appleblossom stood up on his chair and applauded wildly, a pencil 
and his well-worn script tucked under his arm. “Bravo, Perseus! Brava, 
Medusa!” He stopped to scribble something, muttering, “That’s it! Now, a 
rousing J. P. Sousa.’ He cued the brass band. 

Lani ripped off what remained of the costume, scrambled to her feet, and 
glared up at Alex, her hair flying about with static from the near-suffocating 
Medusa head. Her eyes flashed, and she pointed. “You almost chopped my 
real head off, Alex! Watch it or I’II—” 


Alex, who was still flying about helplessly as he waited for the distracted 
Mr. Appleblossom to release the spell on his sandals, glared at Lani and spat 
back, “Or you'll what?” 

Lani whispered something under her breath. 

“Knock it off—,’ Alex yelled, but it was too late. She had cast a spell on him 
as he puttered around in the flying sandals. He felt his body harden into stone 
and tip sideways, then upside down in the air. The sandals flapped frantically 
but could not hold his new stone weight, and he plunged to the stage, crashing 
and breaking into a thousand pieces. The winged sandals flew about the room, 
still holding Alex’s feet. “Not funny, Alex’s mouth said from stage right. “Not 
funny at all?” 

Still, everybody but Alex laughed, even as Mr. Appleblossom scurried over 
to put Alex back together and hand out detentions. Once Mr. Appleblossom 
had Alex back in one piece again, flesh and bone rather than stone, he patted 
the boy on the back, chuckling merrily. “You're good as new, my boy, TIl have 
you know. Perhaps I'll write that bit into the show!” 

Alex groaned. Things couldn't get much worse. 


A Big Mistake 


The weather in Artimé was rarely gloomy and never too cold, though Mr. 


Today tossed in an occasional bit of rain or a thrilling thunderstorm to freshen 
things up and remind them all how much they preferred the pleasant 
sunshine. 

On the day that marked six months of Alex's time spent in Artimé, a crisp 
breeze blew, and the leaves on the trees were a brilliant purplish red. Weather 
like this never occurred in the dry desert land of Quill. 

Alex had grown tired of hiding in his room from his friends. He knew he 
was probably being unreasonable with them, but he just couldn't seem to deal 
with them these days. His mind was so occupied with not being in Magical 
Warrior Training, and the ache of missing his brother was stronger than he 
cared to admit—which no one else seemed to understand. So he took to 
wandering the grounds to keep away from everyone. He ventured into the 
jungle, a little farther each day, hesitantly at first but growing bolder at each 
attempt. There were many creatures of the jungle, but for the most part they 
greeted him politely and went about their business gathering nuts and roots 
and berries, stalking prey, feeding their young. Rarely did he witness anything 
that proved to be too frightening, though on several occasions he saw a huge 
gray wolf streaking off to find cover in the brush or resting on warm rocks 
near the seashore. It was almost as if the wolf were watching Alex, and the boy 
hoped he wouldn't become the wolf’s next meal. Yet the animal never 
approached Alex or threatened him in any way, so Alex felt fairly safe. Today 
the wolf was nowhere to be seen. 

Alex was quite fond of the cool darkness under the thick canopy of trees, 
and he was pleased to find a sparkling brook running through the jungle. 
There was one briny river back in Quill that the Necessaries used for 
transporting equipment to broken-down vehicles stranded around the 
community, and for delivering milk and eggs to the marketplace on large 
wooden rafts. But the stream here in Artimé was clear and cold, and Alex 
could see schools of fish now and then. On this particular boring Saturday he 
trekked alongside it to see where it led, and found himself, after a good deal of 


walking, within earshot of the gentle waves lapping the seashore in a sort of 
lagoon he'd never seen before. As he parted the bushes to make his way out of 
the jungle and onto the beach, he stopped abruptly, for there, floating in the 
water, was a large white boat glinting in the sunlight. Hed seen pictures of 
boats in his art books, but he'd never seen a real one before. 

“Wow, he whispered, looking at the gleaming golden seats and shiny 
chrome that ran around its perimeter. “You could fit a dozen or fifteen people 
on that thing.’ 

If he could have safely ventured out in the water to climb aboard, he 
would have, but Mr. Today had warned them that, like any large body of 
water, this sea contained carnivorous creatures like sharks, and so hed advised 
the students to swim only in the protected waters of the cove near the 
mansion. 

Not quite depressed enough, or desperate enough, to lose a leg over it, Alex 
merely admired the boat from the shore. It didn’t appear to be inhabited, and 
when the soft waves eased the port side of the boat toward him, he saw the 
craft’s name painted in sleek letters on the side. CLAIRE, it read. 

“That’s curious, Alex said, louder than before. 

“Curious. Curious. Curious, three platyprots echoed from the trees above. 

Alex looked up. “Whose is it?” 

The platyprots looked this way and that, and shrugged. “Whose is it?” they 
said to one another, before collapsing in fits of giggles. 

Alex, feeling overly sensitive and wondering if the creatures were mocking 
him, decided it was best for him to walk away in silence. He emerged from the 
jungle, surprised to see no one at all walking about the grounds. Had he missed 
a special dinner, or a meeting? He shrugged, not really caring. He was getting 
used to being left out. Slowly he followed the shoreline back to the mansion 
and slipped inside the enormous front entrance. 

The winged cheetah growled angrily. “Why arrrent you in yourrr 
rrroom?” 

Alex stepped back in fright, for the statue had never addressed him 
personally before in his comings and goings. “I—I—I was out for a walk, is all!” 

Florence, the other statue, fired off a heated look at Simber. “Alex,” she said, 
and Alex startled again and whirled around to face her. Hed never heard her 


speak before. “We are under lockdown. Did you forget about the governors’ 
semiannual inspection today?” 

“What? What? I don’t know what you are talking about!” 

“Your blackboard has been informing you for weeks! And your warrior 
instructor gave out the warning and the instructions yesterday, Florence said. 

“I ... dont have a warrior instructor, Alex said, and he was surprised to 
feel hot tears springing to his eyes. He blinked them away rapidly. 

“Ah; said Florence. Her eyes narrowed. “So. You're the one’ 

Simber hissed sharply at Florence. 

“What one?” Alex was deeply confused now, and no longer knew what 
anyone was talking about. 

“Just go to yourrr rrroom. Don’t come out until yourrr blackboarrrd tells 
you to.’ The enormous stone cheetah turned his face away in disgust, which 
only made Alex feel worse, having still no idea why these two were so angry 
with him. 

“Go; said Florence. “Before I let him eat you.’ 

Alex needed no further encouragement. He raced to the top of the stairs 
as fast as he could go and shot down the hallway to his room. He was halfway 
there before he realized that at the top of the stairs he had caught sight of a 
hallway that he could have sworn hadn't been there the previous day. But now 
was not the time to check it out. 

He slipped into his room, unshushed the volume on his blackboard, and 
sank into the overstuffed chair, still heaving from his wild sprint up the marble 
staircase. “Clive,’ he said to the blackboard, “what’s going on around here?” 

Clive surfaced with a scowl and “ahemmed” several times to make sure his 
voice was truly back. “Oh, so now you want to talk. You shush me for weeks, 
ignore my messages to you, and now that you've likely messed everything up, 
you ask for help. Well, I’m not inclined to give it. Besides, it’s too late. Here 
comes Marcus, and boy, are you in trouble. Ahem!” 

Clive’s features melted flat once again, and the screen brightened to show 
Mr. Today’s face. He looked weary and angry, so far unlike the usual kind and 
humorous mage Alex knew, that for a moment Alex thought it might be 
someone else. The man’s white hair stood up more wildly than ever, as if hed 
tried recently to pull it out. 


“Thank you, Clive, Mr. Today said in a defeated voice. “But all is well. No 
need to panic. They're gone’ 

Alex sat up in his chair at the sight of Mr. Today, feeling an impending 
sense of doom. He hadn't seen the mage in weeks, for Alex had ceased 
attending the Sunday chats on the lawn. 

Mr. Today looked at Alex for a long moment before he spoke. 

Alex swallowed hard, waiting. 

“Alex; the mage said wearily, “please. Just ..” He searched for the right 
words. “I don’t ask much of you. Just try to respect my few requests. And pay 
attention. Please. I’m disabling Clive’s shush button until further notice. It 
would be wise for you to catch up on what you've missed these past weeks, so 
you ll know what danger you put us all in? 

“Mr. Today, I’m sorry—I didn’t understand—” 

Mr. Today sighed. “When the governors come, Alex, I use a very complex 
spell that hides Artimé, so that this place looks just like it did when you first 
arrived. As Artimé grows, and as I grow older, it becomes harder for me to 
hold that spell flawlessly and still appear to be the man they expect me to be. It 
takes a lot of concentration, and I need everyone in the mansion and 
remaining quite still during these times. Please, Alex, I know it’s inevitable, but 
I’m not ... quite ... ready...” He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Listen, 
Alex. I’m counting on you—please don't fail me. Good night? 

Alex stared openmouthed as the mage disappeared from the blackboard. 
And something deep inside of him, deeper than he thought anything could 
ever be, quivered and broke into tiny pins that stuck hard into his gut. 


Secrets and Secret Places 


By morning all of Artimé knew that Alex Stowe was the one who had almost 


gotten them discovered and killed. Of course, if Alex or anyone was anywhere 
inside the world of Artimé, he probably wouldn't have been detected by the 
governors, who merely saw the same desolate scene that the Unwanteds had 
seen when they first trudged through the black iron gate six months before. 
But Mr. Today was not usually one to take chances when it came to protecting 
his world, and it had been the standard protocol during all the biannual 
governor inspections since the beginning of Artimé to place all the citizens on 
lockdown inside their magically hidden rooms. 

Mr. Today, despite his creativity, was a man of order, and he liked for 
everyone to be in their proper places and not roaming about. For what if the 
spell broke? What if a chaotic fight broke out in the lounge or in the theater, or 
what if a student wandered off and was attacked in the jungle, and Mr. Today 
was unavailable to handle the situation? No, it was safest for him to know and 
be assured that each person and domesticated creature was secured in his 
appropriate place during that stressful half-day visit. 

All the people and creatures that did follow the instructions would of 
course be very upset with the one who didn’t. And so, when word got out that 
it was Alex Stowe who had seemingly defied their dear and faithful leader, and 
that it was Alex Stowe who had put them all in danger, well ... almost no one 
could muster up an ounce of pity for him. 

Meghan, though she had been furious early on, tried to swallow her anger 
when she talked to Alex at lunch. And Lani sent him pitying glances from her 
soulful blue eyes. But by then Alex was so utterly mortified by all the other 
harsh looks and pointing fingers and whispers hidden by cupped hands that he 
weaseled his way out of the dining room the first chance he got and closed 
himself in his room for the rest of the day, skipping his private lesson with Ms. 
Octavia, as well as Actors’ Studio with Mr. Appleblossom, even though it 
meant missing his star performance in Perseus! Perseus! 

Alex went into his bedroom, shut the door so he could partially block out 
Clive’s endless yapping, and curled up on the bed, pinching his eyes shut to 


stop the headache that stabbed at him. 

In and out he breathed, wishing with all his might that he could just go 
back to Quill, where he wouldn't have expectations or dreams or hopes or 
imagination or responsibilities at all. He could just be. Not have everyone 
angry with him. Not be the only one who didn’t succeed. In Quill hed be 
surrounded by people whose idea of success was getting up every day and 
picking corn or fixing the rusty, uncreative boxlike buses and Quillitary tanks, 
preparing endlessly, mindlessly, for a day that would never come. Indeed Alex 
felt like he'd become an Unwanted all over again. 

He thought about his brother, which hurt even more. “Aaron would 
understand. Aaron would be there for me,’ he said, as if he were challenging 
anyone to deny it. “I just wish ... at least ... he knew I was alive? 

His inner Alex didn’t respond. 

Eventually Alex fell into a fitful sleep. What he didn’t know was that while 
he slept, a secret meeting of adults occurred in a very large office at the end of 
a mostly invisible hall way nearby. 





Mr. Today's Office 


Mz. Today rose from behind his desk when the two ladies arrived. “Hello, 


Claire, Octavia, he said. 

Octavia shook Mr. Today’s hand with a lithe tentacle of her own, and 
Claire placed a kiss on the man’s cheek. “You're looking a bit less harried this 
evening, Claire said. 

The old mage tugged absently at his whimsical hair. “The scare is over for 
now, he said, but his voice was grim. “But it doesn’t change the situation. It 
was a very close call, and I’m not sure how many more times I can sustain the 
visits before the governors begin to suspect something. I could have sworn I 
saw a ripple along the edge of the Lake of Oil when Alex was out wandering’ 
He ran his fingers over his hair now, trying to smooth it down. “Octavia, what's 
the latest?” 

Octavia gripped the arms of a chair and slid up to the seat. Her tentacles 
moved about softly, one rubbing thoughtfully along the top of her long 
alligator snout, another adjusting her spectacles, and others dangling all 
around the edge of the chair like a flouncy skirt, wavering gently as if they 
were floating in water. “Well, Marcus. You know how I feel. The boy’s growing 
desperate—I can see it in his drawings. He’s completely brilliant, and should 
have been in Magical Warrior Training months ago. He skipped his private 
lesson today, you know....” She clicked her tongue against her enormous teeth 
and shook her head slowly. “I’m not sure were doing the right thing at all by 
holding him back? 

“Claire?” 

Claire sighed. “I am growing less sure of that myself every day now. 
Gunnar spotted him deep in the jungle before the governors arrived, and 
tracked him along the stream all the way to the shore, where the boat rests. 
Alex is spending all his time alone—and frankly, I don’t blame him. Everyone’s 


angry with him, and he feels bad now that he’s the only one not in magical 
training. Its only making matters worse’ 

Mr. Today shook his head and sank back in his chair. “Oh, oh, oh,’ he said 
quietly, “what to do? I am afraid that if Alex starts training, he will use his 
magic to find his brother. The powerful connection between twins ... It’s a 
huge risk we don't need right now, especially now that Aaron is in Justine’s 
good graces and under her watchful eye” He pressed his two forefingers to his 
lips and closed his eyes, thinking hard. For several minutes he remained quite 
still. When he opened his eyes, they were moist. “How I wish I could have 
convinced Justine to eliminate both twins, but she wouldn't have it; he said. 
“The Wanted twin, not one infraction. Not even a hint of one. If Alex wasn’t 
able to tempt Aaron into drawing in the dirt, I’m not sure Aaron would've 
been much use here, but at least we wouldn't have this potential problem on 
our hands’ 

“Marcus, Octavia said, “what we need is to get the boy to forget about his 
brother. Get him busy training immediately. Keep his mind occupied so he 
doesn’t have time to dwell on it. How hard can it be? Human siblings have 
done it for years here without issue!” 

Mr. Today’s eyes narrowed sharply. He glanced at Claire, then back at 
Octavia. When he spoke, it was in a most serious and hushed tone. “You must 
understand, my dear lady, that it is very, very different with twins. There's a 
connection. A loyalty that exceeds all others? 

Claire stared at her hands in her lap. 

Octavia closed her lips over her teeth, folded several arms across her chest 
and frowned. “So it’s inevitable, you're saying. The connection between twins is 
that strong that he’ll never give up?” 

“That is what I believe?” 

“He's capable of figuring spells out on his own eventually, with or without 
the training,’ Octavia muttered, shaking her long head. “How soon before it all 
begins?” 

“I can't say; Mr. Today said. “But I’m uneasy. I don’t know what it is, but 
something else is brewing. Sigfried told me of some suspicious behavior on the 
part of a few of his actors. Costumes gone missing, fights breaking out. 
Something's going on?” 


“What?” 


“I don't yet know. But I’m feeling cautious for Artimé. We may be in for 
some trouble?’ 

Octavia snapped her jaw angrily. “Ihen we are doing Alex a great 
disservice by forcing him to be vulnerable, unable to protect himself? 

Mr. Today regarded Octavia for a moment, and then Ms. Morning. 
“Claire?” 

Claire, who had been biting her lip anxiously throughout the conversation, 
closed her eyes and opened them again slowly. “There is one other way to 
make Alex forget about Aaron,’ she said quietly. 

“You know I won't do that? 

“Well, then ... I agree with Octavia,’ she said finally. 

Mr. Today dropped his head in his hands, took a deep breath, and then 
looked up. His eyes were weary again. “It is decided, then. Octavia, begin the 
boy’s training at once. And Claire ...” 

“Yes?” 

A look of sorrowful understanding passed between them. 

“Tm afraid it’s come. It’s time. Prepare our warriors for battle?’ 





The Way It Is With Twins 


Álex tossed and turned in his sleep, his anxiety over-flowing into a clutch of 


frightening dreams. He dreamed of Lani and Meghan taunting him, pointing 
their fingers; of Mr. Today's disappointment in him; of the sea turning back 
into the Great Lake of Boiling Oil; of the entire civilization of Artimé frog- 
marching him to the edge of the lake and shoving him in as he screamed. 

He dreamed of Quill, only instead of the drab colorlessness and simplistic 
functionality of it all—from the single road that encircled the land, to the 
rusting Quillitary jalopies that had been used for training on and off for the 
past fifty years, to the quadrant of land where crops and farm animals were 
raised—he dreamed that Quill was brighter than it used to be. That things 
were painted, and that children were allowed to laugh and make things with 
sticks, and that Aaron and he still shared a tiny bedroom, but now they were 
allowed to whisper into the night and laugh after finishing each other's 
sentences and tell each other about the dreams theyd had, rather than 
keeping them all inside and wondering. 

He dreamed that Aaron was mourning for him. That Aaron missed him, 
just as Alex longed for Aaron. That they met again, and Aaron was so glad to 
see him. That Aaron wrapped his arms around his brother and said how 
terribly, awfully sorry he was that Alex was Unwanted, and that there had 
been a mistake—but that they had thought it was too late, that Alex was 
already dead. 

In the dream Aaron couldn't believe there was a magical land where 
hundreds of other Unwanteds lived, and so Alex convinced Aaron to come 
and see for himself. And when he did, Aaron didn’t want to go back. 

That was a happy dream, and Alex, though he didn’t know it, smiled in his 
sleep. He was thrilled that Aaron knew he was still alive. And when Alex 
reluctantly delivered Aaron back to Quill, he whispered excitedly, “Promise 
not to tell anyone—not anyone. Maybe next time you can stay with me for 
good!” 


“I wont tell? Aaron said. “I promise. You have to come back again soon!” 


And just as they waved a satisfied, heartfelt good-bye, and Alex turned 
away to enter the gate into Artimé again, he looked back over his shoulder one 
last time, and his heart stopped. In place of his dear brother, Aaron, appeared 
the sinister face of High Priest Justine. 


“ALEX!” 

Alex jumped awake and shouted, “No!” 

“ALEX! Please don’t make me shout through your bedroom door. My 
voice is delicate after so many weeks of misuse’ 

“Clive? Is that you?” For a moment Alex didn’t know where he was. 

“Oh, boy,’ Clive said, and rolled his eyes. 

Alex scrambled off the bed and opened the door to the sitting area. “Why 
are you shouting at me? It’s seven oclock in the morning, for crying out 
sideways.’ 

“Ms. Octavia is waiting to speak with you. Put on a shirt or something, 
good gracious. IIl deliver her as soon as you say youre ready.’ 

Alex groaned as all the memories of the previous day came flooding back. 
More trouble, he thought, for skipping yesterday’s lesson. He slid a T-shirt 
over his head, pulled on his shorts, and waited, breathless, in front of the 
blackboard. “Okay? he said. 

Ms. Octavia appeared. “Hello, Alex,’ she said, peering down her snout at 
him. 

Alex nodded. “Hi, Ms. Octavia,’ he mumbled. Waiting. 

“I missed you yesterday. Were you ill?” 

“N-n-not exactly, maam?” 

“I see.’ She adjusted her glasses. “Well, you'll be here today, won't you?” 

“Y-yes, ma'am.’ 

“Good. We're starting your Magical Warrior Training, and I wouldn't 
want you to miss that. I look forward to seeing you.’ She nodded curtly. Her 
picture faded to the black screen, leaving Alex standing with his jaw slacked in 
amazement. 

Clive resurfaced and gave a patronizing smile. “Well, it’s about time’ 

Alex scowled. “Shove a sock in it, Clive” 

He showered, dressed, and headed off to classes, puzzling just a little over 
his dreams before pushing them back in the dark corner of his mind. 


At the same time, just a few miles away, another boy who looked identical to 
Alex was doing the exact same things. 


Aaron the Wanted 


When the buzzer sounded, Aaron Stowe left his tiny gray dormitory room 


in Wanted University and entered the hallway as a dozen others did the same. 
They walked shoulder to shoulder to the cafeteria for breakfast and ate their 
gruel politely, in silence. Chatting at mealtimes was not permitted, so the 
students ate quickly and moved on to their assignments for the day. 

While most students still went to their classrooms to continue their basic 
learning, Aaron had excelled and been promoted. He walked toward the exit, 
where a square, rust-colored Quillitary Jeep pulled up. Just as Aaron reached 
the edge of the narrow road that encircled Quill, the vehicle belched out acrid 
black smoke that smelled like burning chicken grease. He got inside and 
nodded to the driver. 

The vehicle roared and sputtered past government offices and the new 
Favored Farm, Aaron’s own creation, where special high-quality, high-grade 
vegetables, fruits, grains, and animals were now raised for consumption by the 
High Priest Justine, the governors, and the Quillitary. The barbed-wire ceiling 
cast gridlike shadows that lined up almost exactly with the rows of crops. “It’s 
looking fine,’ Aaron noted with a hint of satisfaction. 

Since Aaron was considered to be very promising, showing not only the 
highest intelligence for his class but a budding strength as well, he had been 
chosen to train directly under the guidance of Senior Governor Haluki, a 
slight, graying man who was the High Priests second in command, and 
Governor Strang, a proven young man of twenty. Like Strang had been, Aaron 
Stowe was a serious boy, quiet and completely dedicated to the service of the 
high priest of Quill, at all costs. He was just the sort of boy who grows up to be 
a dangerously powerful man. 

The vehicle clunked and groaned up the winding hill to the palace of the 
high priest, for on this day Aaron was being rewarded. First for his excellent 
work in solving the beef problem for the high priest, second for his insight into 
the matter of the Favored Farm at large, and third for his program, which 
outlined precisely how to run the farm most efficiently. It had been his last 
assignment in math class, and since all of the university students’ work was 


checked by the governors, it did not take long for Governor Strang to notice 
Aaron's penchant for economics. And economics was something that the High 
Priest Justine was very fond of. Especially because it always benefited her. 

It had been Aaron's suggestion to work the farm in the same manner as the 
people of the land of Quill, sorting the farm animals into three categories: 
Wanted, Necessary, and Unwanted. The highest quality of animals would be 
sequestered at the Favored Farm to breed and be fattened up, and the lower 
qualities of stock would be sent to the Common Farm to be bred and raised 
for consumption by the Necessaries. And it had been Aaron's suggestion to 
send the Quillitary to the Common Farm to transplant the highest quality 
crops to the Favored Farm as well. 

Now that the Favored Farm was running without a single hitch and the 
process was complete, Aaron had been invited to the palace to have lunch with 
the governors and the High Priest Justine herself. It was an incredible honor. 
Aaron was pleased with his achievement so early in his instruction, but of 
course he didn’t even smile outwardly when he heard the news. After all, his 
full allegiance was to Quill. And since his parents were both Necessaries, he 
felt he had to make extra effort to prove to the governors that he was of the 
highest quality and worthy of his Wanted title. 

All these thoughts and more filled his mind, though at one point in the 
slow journey to the palace—going uphill demanded a good deal of effort from 
the vehicle—a nagging thought pestered his brain concerning a recurring 
dream he'd had lately. 

It frightened him more than he cared to admit to himself, because he 
thought he had managed to eliminate dreams entirely from a young age, once 
he had learned they were wrong. But several times since the Purge hed 
awakened, horrified and feeling terribly guilty, because not only had he 
dreamed about something, but that something was his brother, Alex. A half 
year had passed since Alex had been eliminated, and Aaron admitted that he 
had felt a bit bad for at least an hour, until his mother had warned him to 
forget about it. And with his entrance to the university the day after the Purge, 
well, it really hadn't been difficult to forget Alex. Indeed it was rare for Aaron 
to think of his twin at all, but on the rare occasion he did, Alex was the sort of 
faint and fuzzy memory after which one wonders, Did that really happen? 


Aaron knew better than to tell anyone about these recent dreams, though. 
Now that he was held in such high esteem for a young student, it would be a 
definite career-killing sign of weakness were he to admit that to anyone. He 
shuddered to think it. 

Finally the vehicle came to a sputtering stop at the entrance to the palace. 
Aaron's mind turned swiftly back to the affairs of Quill and his luncheon with 
the elite. He brushed the nagging thoughts away and walked briskly and with 
confidence to the Quillitary guards who stood watch at the palace door. 

“Your license, please” 

Aaron pulled a folded document from his jacket pocket and handed it to 
the guard. 

“Code?” 

“Quill prevails when the strong survive.’ 

“The governors await, the guard said. He opened the creaking door, and 
Aaron stepped inside. 

Governors Haluki and Strang stood in the dimly lit entrance. “Good day, 
Aaron, Haluki said, looking the boy over with a trained eye. “Your first time 
here. Need I remind you that youre not to discuss this visit with anyone?” 

“It’s not necessary, sir, but I thank you nevertheless” 

“Very good. Follow me? Without further comment Haluki turned and 
walked briskly down a dark stone corridor. Aaron clipped along behind him, 
keeping his eyes focused straight ahead, and Strang brought up the rear. 

They entered a room with a long table, a dozen chairs around it. Three 
women and a man sat at the far end of the table, conversing in soft tones, their 
heads close together. Two of the women could not be more than twenty, and 
the man was quite young as well. Aaron's eyes strayed briefly to a display of 
potted plants in the corner of the room before he looked away hastily. He kept 
his expression bland, void of the surprise he felt over seeing vegetation indoors. 

“Good day, Governors,’ Strang said to the four at the table. A round of 
polite good-days was exchanged in response. “This is young Aaron Stowe, the 
instigator of the Favored Farm plan” 

“Well met, Aaron Stowe,’ came the even reply, though Aaron had met 
them all before at one point or another in the half year hed been at university. 

“Good day, Governors,’ he said. 


Aaron, Haluki, and Strang joined the four at the table as the interrupted 
conversation continued once again. Aaron sat at the fringe of it, looking at his 
hands linked together on the table, awed that he should be allowed to listen as 
the governors discussed recent and long-standing issues with the quality of 
Quillitary vehicles, and the current state of the water shortage. When the 
door opened again, two Quillitary guards entered, followed by the statuesque 
High Priest Justine. Two additional guards trailed behind and waited at the 
door. 

Everyone stood abruptly and turned toward the woman. Aaron swallowed 
hard—hed never been this close to her before. He lowered his eyes 
appropriately, though not before he caught a glimpse of her structured face, 
etched with wrinkles around her burning black eyes and pinched mouth. She 
wore her hair down, as always, white streaks naturally painted into the silver. 
Her gown, a colorless flowing garment, was covered by a black cloak, which 
rested heavily on her shoulders. 

Immediately following the High Priest Justine came a small entourage of 
service staff pushing a squeaky cart that held the luncheon. 

The governors and Aaron bowed deeply before the stately woman. 

Justine glanced around, her eyebrow raised slightly. She stopped at Aaron, 
her appraising glance apparently finding favor with the boy. “Young Mr. 
Stowe, I presume,’ she said in her powerful voice, startling the silence. 

“Forever at your service, Madam High Priest, murmured Aaron, as hed 
been taught. “May all Quill’s enemies die a thousand deaths.’ 

She held out her hand, her long fingers reaching limply. Aaron took her 
hand in his and bowed his head over it as hed been instructed. Her fingers 
were as cold as barbed wire on a frosty night. 


Magical Warrior Training 


Ms. Octavia was sitting at her desk, her half-glasses perched precariously on 


her snout and her appendages involved in a half-dozen independent activities, 
when Alex shuffled in. 

He stopped awkwardly just inside the doorway, feeling sheepish about 
having missed class the previous day, watching the octogator scribble with one 
arm on a paper on her desk and another arm on the chalkboard behind her, 
while a third painted on an easel at her side. When Ms. Octavia noticed Alex, 
she stopped all her activities and smiled. 

“Come in? she said. “Sit? 

Alex sidled up to her desk and sat in the chair beside her. 

“Feeling better today?” Ms. Octavia asked. 

“I—yes. 

“I'm a bit worried about you.” Ms. Octavia’s smile faded, and her voice took 
on a serious tone. “Would you care to talk about what’s been bothering you 
lately, Alex?” 

Alex blushed crimson. He squirmed in his seat. “I—um—” 

Ms. Octavia waited patiently. Finally she patted him on the shoulder. “It’s 
okay. Lets talk about your Magical Warrior Training instead. I am sure you 
are as excited as I am to start’ 

Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, maam? 

“In fact you are probably wondering why I’ve held you back this long. It 
must have been excruciating for you’ 

“Well ..” Alex looked at his shoes. “It sure seemed like it was fun for 
everybody else to pull their spell pranks on me’ He thought of Lani. “T felt like 
I must have been really bad at this to be held back so long” 

Ms. Octavia closed her eyes and sighed. When she opened her eyes, she 
looked to the classroom doorway and nodded. “Come in, Marcus,’ she said. 

Alex turned in his chair. Mr. Today entered the room and closed the door 
behind him. “Tm afraid that I am the one to blame for your troubles, Alex,’ he 
said. 

Alex didn’t know what to say, and all he could think of was, “Oh? 


“I do not want you to blame Ms. Octavia, for she was following my orders.’ 
Mr. Today rested his fingers on the edge of Ms. Octavia’s desk, but he did not 
sit down. “All I can tell you right now is this: I held you back because I thought 
I was protecting you and Artimé, but I was wrong, my boy. You have gifts 
beyond compare. I look forward to watching your progress.’ 

“I—thank you, sir? Alex desperately wanted to know how holding him 
back was protecting anyone, but he dared not ask. 

Mr. Today nodded, and though his eyes were weary, there was a slight 
twinkle in them as well. “Now get to work? He smiled and left the room. 

Alex blinked. 

“Well, that’s settled now, isn’t it? Ms. Octavia said hurriedly. “Lets do get 
to work, shall we?” 

Alex nodded swiftly, and a grin spread across his face as Ms. Octavia 
pulled a component vest from her classroom closet. She handed it to him. 
“Congratulations, she said, her smile toothy and genuine. 

Alex put it on. “Thanks,” he said, too choked up to say more. Finally, he 
thought. Finally. 

“First, Ms. Octavia said, “we'll discuss the fundamentals of magic.’ She 
opened a drawer and pulled out a handful of ordinary art supplies: a 
paintbrush, a pencil, a rubber eraser, several paper clips, and a piece of chalk. 

Alex watched her lay them all out on the desk. 

Ms. Octavia took a paper clip, unwound it, and bent it so that it looked 
more like a triangle, with the two ends of it crossing and sticking out 
prominently. With her other appendages she did the same to the other paper 
clips. “Everything we create here in Artimé has a little bit of magic in it 
already, Alex, so the true basis for these tools to work as weapons is in your 
mind and your ability to concentrate and direct the objects to do what they 
are supposed to do” 

She handed five of the newly shaped clips to Alex and kept five for herself. 
“In this shape, we call them scatterclips,’ she said. 

Alex soon saw why. 

Ms. Octavia glided around the desk and pulled one arm back as if she were 
going to throw a baseball. “Right now, Alex, I’m concentrating on that picture 
on the wall across the room. I’m focusing on the center of it, and that is where 
I want to direct my throw?” She threw the handful of scatterclips, and together 


all five soared toward the center of the portrait. At the last second they 
separated and veered to the edges of the canvas and stuck soundly through the 
wooden frame, into the wall. 

“Cool; muttered Alex under his breath. 

Ms. Octavia flashed him a toothy grin, but grew serious again. “Your mind 
must be able to focus on the center of your target, Alex, and you need to trust 
that the scatterclips will find the edges on their own. If you do not have faith 
in the clips, they will not veer properly, and they will not work correctly. So it 
is important to be calm and to be thinking clearly when using these items as 
weapons if you wish to be successful” 

Alex nodded, the scatterclips in his hand becoming moist with nervous 
sweat. “May I try?” 

“Fire away, indeed’ 

Alex pulled his left arm back and focused on the center of the portrait, 
then flung with all his might. 

The scatterclips smacked into the center of the portrait and clattered to 
the floor. 

Alex's face fell. 

Ms. Octavia smiled. “If you'd managed to do it the first time, you would 
have been the first in Artimé’s history to do it. Try again! This time, focus on 
throwing accurately rather than forcefully. The clips have the magical power 
to get there—we don’t want you throwing your arm out of its socket on your 
first day.’ She chuckled as Alex scurried over to the wall to pick up his clips. 

Alex’s second try resulted in one clip veering off beautifully to the upper 
left-hand corner of the portrait, while the rest of the clips fell uselessly to the 
floor again. “Well done,’ Ms. Octavia praised. “Tve a theory that left-handers 
pick up on the throwing spells more easily than the righties do—it was a good 
one to start with, and you have proven my theory worthy, my boy!” 

“Thanks!” Alex said, not quite as delighted as his instructor seemed to be 
over the progress, but thrilled nonetheless to finally have the chance to use art 
as a weapon. 

“Mind you,’ Ms. Octavia warned, “scatterclips are not to be toyed with. 
They can be lethal, or at least cause great harm when coupled with a verbal 
incantation. But for now we'll stick with the silent method. Try again?” 


Alex concentrated and threw again and again and again. When their hour 
of training was nearly over, he had succeeded in skillfully embedding the 
scatterclips into the edges of the portrait five times in a row. 

“Now, Ms. Octavia said, “throw them at me’ 

“What? No, I can’t!” 

“Yes, you can,’ she said smoothly. “I trust you. You'll do fine. But I want 
you to see what the clips will do when you have a live enemy.’ 

“But—” 

“Alex, it’s an order” Ms. Octavia stood as tall as she could against the wall 
and made sure all of her appendages were down at her sides and not floating 
about as they sometimes did when she was thinking hard. 

Alex hesitated, staring helplessly at his instructor. “How can I? What if 
something goes wrong?” 

Ms. Octavia stared at Alex. “Alex, I cannot express how urgent it is that 
you get over your fear. Because one day, I expect sooner rather than later, you 
will have to fight. It is my job to prepare you. So concentrate, focus, and throw. 
Do it now. 

Her stern voice echoed in Alex’s ears. Finally he nodded, pulled his arm 
back, focused on her center of gravity, and concentrated. He threw the 
scatterclips, and they soared together as one bunch; then, at the last possible 
moment, they separated from the pack, found their marks, and stuck fast. 

Ms. Octavia didn’t even blink. “Good. Now, see? I’m stuck here. The clips 
have secured me to this wall through my clothing. They have not pierced my 
skin. You have succeeded in stopping me from moving, attacking, or fighting 
until I can manage to release myself from their grasp’ 

Alex, who had been holding his breath all this time, sighed in relief. He 
wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. 

“Release, Ms. Octavia said, and the scatterclips dropped to the floor. She 
stepped away from the wall and gathered them up. 

“So ...; Alex said, thinking out loud, “the enemy has to be standing in front 
of a wall in order for them to work? That’s not very convenient.’ 

“Not necessarily a wall. A tree will do. But there are other ways to direct 
the clips” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Your friends likely haven't gotten to 
this in their training yet, since they learn their own focus spells first, but I will 
tell you if you promise not to use it on anyone but a true enemy.’ 


Alex’s eyes widened. He nodded. “I promise’ 

Ms. Octavia grinned. “If your target is standing in an open area, your 
verbal component of the spell is ‘Propel!’ You say it when you release the clips. 
The clips will then veer off as usual, but they'll continue to fly, dragging your 
enemy as far as necessary until they find something solid to attach to? 

“Smokes, Alex said, his eyes lighting up. 

“Indeed. Sometimes you can pick up another enemy or two along the way, 
and they'll be stacked! It’s great fun to watch,’ she admitted. “You must be 
careful, though, that there are no friends in the path behind your enemy, or 
they could get snagged as well? 

“Wow!” Alex said. “What else can they do?” He held the scatterclips in his 
hand and looked at them with new admiration. 

“Well,” Ms. Octavia said, growing serious again, “as I said before, they can 
cause serious injury or death. But one must know the verbal component for 
that” 

“What is it?” Alex asked. 

Ms. Octavia hesitated. She pursed her wide lips together, hiding all of her 
teeth. “I don't think you're quite ready for that. It’s an upper-level spell. A bit 
too dangerous in the hands of a first year’ 

Alex nodded, even though he was very disappointed. “I understand,’ he 
said. He was just thankful to be learning spells at all. But his mind raced, 
wondering what the powerful words could possibly be. 





Lessons and Warnings 


Alex flew through his first weeks of Magical Warrior Training, determined 


to catch up to the others. Whenever he wasn’t in class or in training, learning 
how to paint himself invisible, studying slam poetry charms, or drawing chalk 
outlines that would freeze a targeted person in one position indefinitely, he 
was in his room practicing all these things. He slipped into his classes late and 
left early so he wouldn't have to talk to anyone. He took most of his meals in 
his room, still percolating with disgust at Lani for continuing to badger him 
with her pranks. He didn't respond to any of his friends who left messages for 
him through his blackboard, though Clive of course delivered all of the 
messages rather loudly. Alex wished desperately to have his shush button back. 

And so it was that ever since the governors’ visit, Alex had completely 
abandoned his friends. Yet he missed the companionship they all had during 
those moments when they weren't laughing at him or disgusted by him. 
Finally, one morning, Alex decided to come down to the dining room to eat. 

“Why won't you answer our messages?” Lani demanded over breakfast. 
She pouted dramatically. 

“Yes, why?” Meghan said. 

Alex put his breakfast on the table and sat down wearily. He was tired of 
being yelled at. He looked at Samheed, who simply raised an eyebrow and 
took another spoonful of jam for his toast. 

“Hello, Samheed,’ Alex said pointedly. 

“Awex.’ His mouth was too full to say more. 

“It’s not like we were going to yell at you. We just ... we were worried since 
you haven't been around,’ Lani said. 

“I wasn't worried, Samheed said after swallowing. “You were worried’ 

“I meant Meg and me’ Lani shot Samheed a cross look. 

“I wasn't worried either, offered Meghan. “Well, not much, anyway.’ 

Lani blushed furiously and flounced in her seat. “Fine. I was worried.’ 

“Well, get on with it, then,’ Alex said. “Have at me and get it over with” 

“You mean the governors’ inspection thing?” asked Meghan. “It’s over. 
Hardly anybody’s talking about it now’ 


“Yeah, right. Then why is Ms. Morning sitting over there shooting pins at 
me with her eyes?” 

Meghan turned to look at her focus instructor and waved. Ms. Morning 
startled and blinked, and then her face broke into a pleasant, almost sheepish 
smile as she nodded hello. “See, Alex? She wasn’t even looking at you” 

Alex shrugged and began to respond when the giant blackboard in the 
dining hall came to life, and Oscar—for that was his name—spoke. “Attention, 
students. Please report to the theater in place of your first class this morning’ 
The children could hear the announcement ringing in stereo throughout the 
mansion. Oscar melted into the screen once again, and the words hed just 
spoken were written in large neon letters, sure to catch the attention of even 
the least aware. 

“Oh, look, Alex,’ Samheed said. “They’ve added bright colors to make sure 
you don't miss it.” 

On a normal day, when Alex might have been in a better mood, he would 
have laughed, or fired back a reply just as snide. But there hadn't been any 
ordinary days for Alex in well over a month. And even though he was thrilled 
with his first weeks of warrior training, he was still very hurt that Lani kept 
knocking him off his feet with spells even though he'd asked her to stop, and he 
still felt bad about the mess he'd caused with the governors’ visit, and he was 
still very lonely, missing Aaron, and probably in need of a kind word, but none 
of his friends seemed compelled to give it now that hed snubbed them so 
much. And he didn’t much care for Samheed’s sarcasm this particular 
morning after hed gotten a full dose of mocking from Clive already, who had 
laughed and laughed when Alex had failed several times to cast an invisibility- 
paintbrush spell on himself. 

And so, instead of ignoring it, Alex shoved his chair back and leaned 
toward Samheed, his clenched fists on the table, a wild look in his eye. “Not 
funny, Burkesh’” 

“Geez, Alex. It was just a joke? 

‘Tve had about enough of everybody's blasted jokes,’ Alex said. 

“Ease up, man, Samheed said, pushing his chair back slowly. He knew Alex 
was no match for him, and he didn’t want to have to punch him in the face 
again. 


“Me? Ease up? Oh, that’s ripe? Alex slowly moved around the table toward 
Samheed. 

Lani stood up. ‘TIl take him down for you, Sam!” She began speaking an 
incantation. 

Alex whirled around to face her. “And you! One day soon youre going to 
be very sorry you did th—” He stopped short and stared as Lani pointed up in 
the air above Alex’s head and shrieked, frozen mid-spell. She fell to the floor. 
Immediately the dining room erupted into shouts and fearful screams. 

“What—who—” Alex whipped around to see what had happened. 

Samheed, a shocked look on his face, pointed upward and then dove under 
a nearby table, while Meghan scrambled out of her chair and ran for safety. 

Alex looked up. Descending toward their table at a rapid rate were the 
enormous back paws of the great winged-cheetah statue, nearly upon him. He 
dove off to the side, almost getting slammed across the room when the tip of 
the cheetah’s stone wing caught him on the back. 

Simber landed gracefully, though his wings flapped with such force that 
the wind blew the teacups right out of their saucers. “Enough!” he roared, 
looking at Lani. “Save yourrr spells forrr yourrr enemies!” 

And after a moment of complete silence, the enormous creature 
ceremoniously folded in his wings, turned about carefully in the space between 
tables, and loped gracefully back through the dining room and down the 
hallway to the front entrance, where he leaped up and assumed his normal 
position. 

Ms. Morning rushed over to the table, helping Lani sit up and checking to 
make sure Alex was okay. Samheed crawled back out from under the table and 
brushed himself off, and Meghan returned wide-eyed as well. The room 
remained hushed as the four stood there looking at each other. Lani was still a 
bit pale and shaky but otherwise unharmed ... that is, if you didn’t count the 
pointing and laughing from others, for days and years to come, for being the 
one who drove Simber just a little bit over the edge. 

The four, no longer having much of an appetite, turned without further 
ado and made their way to the tubes, meeting again in the theater a split 
second later. There was no need to mention the event again; one of them 
wished to forget it entirely, while another hoped to remember it forever as the 


time the most frightening creature in all of Artimé came to his defense. 
Desperately Alex wished it would set in motion a better, happier time. 

He bit his lip, thinking he was a big reason things weren't good now. He 
glanced at Lani, feeling bad about his outburst. He really needed to get a 
handle on things. “Sorry, guys, he said as they walked toward their seats. “Tve 
been kind of a jerk lately.’ 

Meghan smiled, and Samheed punched Alex lightly in the shoulder. Lani 
just nodded and kept her eyes on the floor. “It’s okay,’ she said finally. 


The seats in the theater filled rapidly, and one could hear murmurs through 
the crowd, half of them discussing the drama of the dining room, and the 
other half wondering what could be so important as to prompt a meeting such 
as this, with all of the creatures, students, instructors, families, even the little 
children required to attend. Simber and Florence appeared rather suddenly as 
well, standing elegant and tall near the back, and Meghan wondered for a 
moment how they could have possibly fit in the tubes. But when Mr. Today 
walked briskly to the stage, all stray thoughts ceased along with the buzz of the 
crowd. 

Most of the creatures sat near the front since they were shorter than the 
humans. The winged creatures hovered at the ceiling, including Jim, who sort 
of bounced up and down like a yo-yo in his slow-flapping fashion. Each push 
down with his powerful wings brought him to the ceiling, and each flap up 
allowed him to sink several feet, sometimes more, such that the creatures 
sitting directly below him glanced up nervously from time to time just to make 
sure he wasn't about to free-fall and make feathercakes out of them. 

“Good morning, Mr. Today said. The crowd was silent. Even the 
platyprots held their tongues whenever Mr. Today began speaking, though it 
was surely very difficult for them, especially when they could have had such a 
large audience. 

“Thank you for coming on such short notice. Which reminds me, has 
anybody seen Alex Stowe? What’s that? Oh, he’s here? Tremendous!” The 
mage chuckled heartily and smiled in Alex’s direction, and the crowd laughed 
as well, some feeling quite relieved that Mr. Today was making a joke out of it. 
Alex turned bright red and grinned reluctantly, which turned out to be the 


best thing he could have done; it took the pressure off him enormously. Later, 
when he thought about it again, Alex was quite grateful for the attention. 

“To the business of the day, the task we may face,’ Mr. Today began in a 
serious tone of voice. “First of all, I do not wish to frighten anyone. We’ve all 
learned that there is enough fear of the unknown in Quill to strike us all into a 
panic on a whim even years later. Fear is a difficult thing to unlearn. But you 
know that is not my way of doing things. Rather, I called you all here this 
morning because I do not wish to hide anything from you’ He paused, his eyes 
roaming the crowd. 

“I have reason to believe, as I have made clear for the past several years, 
that we may at some point be discovered. You all know this—I’ve never tried 
to hide it. And while Artimé is magic, it was created by my flawed human 
hands, and therefore perfection, complete safety, isolation, is not something I 
have ever promised, or will ever promise you. 

“Today I come before you with nothing more than a hunch, an inkling, 
that sometime before the next class of Unwanteds arrives a few months from 
now—and yes, ‘sometime’ could mean next week or it could mean the day of 
the next Purge, but I rather think it will come somewhere in between—we 
will be discovered by the people of Quill’ A wave of whispers passed from one 
end of the theater to the other. 

“What will happen then, you may be asking. I do not have the answer. 
Perhaps nothing at all. But more likely the High Priest Justine and her 
governors will be so completely furious that they will stop at nothing to kill us 
all” 

In the silence that followed, no one panicked. Each member of the crowd 
realized that they had been preparing for a day like this to come, and while 
nobody wanted it, everyone knew the purpose of Magical Warrior Training 
and the potential danger that faced them. And since most humans in the 
room had faced death once before, this was not as big a shock to them as it 
might have been. 

“And so, Mr. Today continued, “today we begin preparing in earnest, and 
we shall be adding more group classes to help us better learn the benefits of 
fighting as warriors together, rather than as individuals, each with his own 
plan. We will be doubling our instruction in spell casting and offering you 


opportunities to create spells of your own. You'll have plenty of chances to 
practice in class. 

“Please do keep in mind that while I do not wish to tell you how to fight, 
for we all have our different methods and emotions involved in this issue, it is 
my personal policy to use nonlethal weapons and creative ingenuity to fight. 
Some of you will feel that it is wrong to kill another person no matter the 
reason, no matter that they once tried to kill you. You will no doubt create 
other means to protect yourselves and those around you. 

“Others of you still seethe with anger and spite for what the brainwashed 
people of Quill have done to you, and you will not hesitate to give them the 
same sentence that they once gave to you—or at least the sentence they didn’t 
stop from happening. To you, I ask only that you begin now to consider your 
future actions and your motivations so that you are sure of your choices. I 
don't wish for anyone to live to regret a hasty decision for the rest of his life’ 
Mr. Today lowered his head for a moment, and then went on in a strong voice. 

“Be assured, my dear citizens, that it takes more than strength and 
intelligence to win a battle—it takes creativity and skill and common sense, 
and Artimé is brimming with it! Lets work together now, everyone, to 
maximize our ingenuity and skills. To grow strong and confident. To take on 
any challenge that comes our way with reason and with dignity. 

“My greatest hope,’ he said in conclusion, “is that my hunch is incorrect. 
But if it is not, we shall be prepared’ Mr. Today folded his fingers together and 
bowed his head slightly. The people of Artimé hesitated, and then rallied 
together in cheers and applause for their beloved leader. 

In the ruckus no one seemed to notice Will Blair and Samheed sneaking 
away to the tubes. 





Together in Action 


Samheed was the last to arrive at the Library of Magical Art. He plopped 


down in the chair next to Lani, who leaned over a large, ornate book of spells, 
reading intently. Alex and Meghan worked together with colorful sheets of 
origami paper, first following directions they had received in their group 
warrior class, and then branching out a little. Alex was determined not only to 
catch up to the others in his private warrior lessons, but also to make 
something of a name for himself by creating a unique charm that actually 
worked and was useful. 

“Cute? Samheed said sarcastically. He set his scripts on the table in front of 
him and peered more closely at the three-dimensional paper animals that lay 
strewn about the table. He picked one up, a green dragon no bigger than the 
palm of his hand. “What are these supposed to do again?” 

“That one doesn't seem to do anything,’ Meghan mused in a puzzled voice. 
“I can’t figure it out. The thing just flies around in a circle and fizzes out. What 
good is that?” 

Samheed tried throwing it like a paper airplane. And indeed, it circled 
around the table, flapped its wings a few times awkwardly, and crash-landed 
on the table. “What gives, Alex? Isn't this in your specialty?” 

“Im trying, Alex muttered. “I have a distinct disadvantage here, you 
realize’ 

“That old crutch,’ Samheed said. “You'll never catch up with that attitude’ 

Alex made a nasty face. 

“Stop it, you two. We're supposed to work together, remember?” Meghan 
was growing exceedingly frustrated and cross. 

Lani looked up, somewhat bewildered. “Oh, youre here,’ she said evenly to 
Samheed, but he was busy studying Alex as he worked. She glanced at Alex 
briefly and immediately buried herself back in her book. 

Alex picked up the dragon and turned it around gently in his hands, 
mentally going over every precise folding instruction and matching it up to the 
proper fold of the dragon. He shook his head. “We have it folded properly, he 
said. “So why ...?” 


Samheed furrowed his brow. “Well, it hasn't got any eyes,’ he said. “How’s 
it supposed to see where to go without them?” 

“That’s the most ridiculous—, Alex began, and then stopped short. 
Begrudgingly, he withdrew a handful of colored pencils from his art case. “All 
right. Eyes.” He expertly outlined two eyes and colored them in, giving the 
dragon deep yellow irises and large black pupils. “There—so he can see better 
at night,” he said dryly. 

He sent the dragon afloat once more, and it circled nearly the same as 
before. But this time, it landed gently on the table in front of Alex. It blinked 
once and looked up at the boy. “Oh, hello,” Alex said to the dragon, and then 
looked back up at his friends. “That helped the landing, at least? 

Meghan grinned. “He’s adorable! I want to keep him? 

Samheed rolled his eyes and snorted, bringing Lani back to awareness. She 
blinked, taking in the mess of papers and origami animals scattered about the 
table, and began to watch curiously as Alex started drawing on the dragon 
again. 

“A tongue: His own tongue poked out the side of his mouth as he drew. 
“And flames, of course; he said when hed added a bright orange burst inside 
the dragon’s mouth. When he was finished, he sent the dragon flying again. It 
circled just as before, landed softly in front of Alex, and blew a flame from its 
mouth that singed the hair on Alex’s arm. “Yeowch!” he cried. 

Samheed and Meghan laughed as Alex shook his arm in surprise. 

Lani, still watching, said with a bored look, “You have to tell him where to 
go, you dolt” Shed picked up that word down in the lounge from Earl, who 
used it liberally. “Or else he'll keep coming back to you’ 

Meghan slapped her hand to her forehead. “Ugh, that’s it! Of course you're 
right, Lani’ 

“Mmm-hmm,? Lani nodded absentmindedly as she engaged herself with 
her reading again. 

Alex picked up the dragon again, looking around the library. “Attack the 
statue!” he said, and sent the dragon through the air. 

This time, the dragon flapped its wings and raced to the statue, streaking 
through the air so quickly that all the children could see was a green blur. It 
sent flames shooting brightly from its mouth when it made contact, hovering 


against the statue’s body for a moment until the dragon itself exploded into a 
little ball of fire and dropped to the floor. 

The statue, a grim-looking ostrich, opened its eyes and glared at Alex. “Do 
you mind?” the bird said. 

“Oh—sorry, Alex said hastily. “I thought you were one of the, um, the 
nonliving ones.’ 

“We're all alive, thank you very much. Some of us choose to not to reveal 
that in front of bratty, unreliable, spell-casting children, however’ 

“I wont do it again,’ Alex said with a sheepish smile. 

“Sure, muttered the ostrich. She stretched out her bent leg carefully, as if 
shed held that position a very long time, and then limped off to take cover 
behind a tall bookshelf. 

The dragon had, by now, burned up completely, leaving a small heap of 
ashes on the floor. Samheed went to pick them up and toss them in the waste 
can. “Not bad, Stowe,’ he said. “Can you make an army of them?” 

“Sure, now that I know how? Alex said. 

Meghan caught Alex’s eye, then looked at Lani meaningfully. 

“Oh?” Alex said. “Oh, I mean, thanks to Lani’ 

“Hmm?” Lani said, looking up, blinking her long lashes. 

Alex held her gaze for a moment before he hurriedly looked away. “Hi. I 
mean, thanks. Never mind, he said, suddenly feeling terribly self-conscious. In 
the back of his mind he began to wonder when it was that Lani had stopped 
acting—and looking—like a little kid. 

And then he noticed her book. 

“What are you reading about?” he asked. 

She turned the gilded page. “Killing spells,’ she said. 

“Seriously? Wow.’ He tried to imagine Lani killing someone. He thought 
for a moment, and his eyes narrowed. “Youre not going to practice on me, are 
you?” 

Lani laughed. “Depends; she said. She didn't tell him that there weren't 
any actual spells in the book, just scholarly discussions on the topic written by 
people with names she'd never heard before. “I guess youd better be nice to 
me: 

Alex felt the heat rise to his face as Lani, grinning, watched him squirm. 


“Okay, he said lightly, and then he scrambled to pack up his things and 


disappeared. 


Ea 


Gaining Groun 


By the end of the week all the students were ready to begin practicing their 


fighting skills. Team Warrior class was held on the lawn, and in addition to the 
hundred-or-so teen students were another hundred-or-so adults and 
instructors, including Sean Ranger and many other recent graduates. Leading 
the instruction that day was none other than Florence herself. The enormous 
ebony stone woman glided across the lawn so gracefully that the children had 
to remind themselves she was actually a very heavy statue. They kept their 
toes tucked in whenever she walked past, just in case. 

“Students, line up with your backs to the water? she boomed. “Experts, 
take twenty paces and face the students.’ 

Everyone moved to the requested locations. “Experts, prepare your 
defenses.’ 

The experts held up rusty shields that looked to be similar to what the 
Quillitary might use if attacked. 

“Whered they get those?” Alex whispered to Samheed. 

“Stole them, maybe?” Samheed guessed. “Or just made them in some class.’ 

“Stole them? How?” 

“Im not saying anybody stole them, Samheed said impatiently. “I just 
figured somebody went invisible in the middle of the night to the Quillitary 
yard, made the shields invisible too, and snagged them. It’s more likely we just 
made them here, though’ 

Florence cast a withering look at the two boys. “Students! Prepare to fire. 
Five rounds!” 

Alex hurriedly pulled five newly created weapons from his pocket and 
stood ready. “How would anybody be able to get out of here, anyway?” he 
whispered again as Florence walked down the row to inspect the weapons. 
“Just open the gate?” 

“Nah, Samheed said. “That wouldn't work. It’s locked from the outside.’ 

“What, then?” 


“I don't know” Samheed sounded irritated. “Why are you asking me? I 
wouldn't know anything about it” He glanced uneasily around. 

“Quiet!” thundered Florence. “Students, fire five rounds on the count of 
three’ 

Alex bit his lip and prepared his first origami dragon. When Florence 
called out, “Three!” Alex whispered to the dragon. “Attack enemy one?” 

He tossed the dragon a little too hard in his excitement. It stumbled in the 
air and got caught in a nosedive, unable to recover. It hit the ground, exploded 
into a small fire, and fizzled. “Blast it? Alex muttered, as Samheed’s dragon hit 
its mark. 

“There's art in the toss, Alex,’ Florence said. 

Alex tried again as small explosions could be heard up and down the lawn, 
some hitting their marks, others missing quite horribly. His second try worked 
better, but still fell short of the expert twenty paces away. “Blast it!” Alex said 
again. 

He gave up on origami and instead pulled out a splatterpaint brush. 
Holding on to the handle, he drew his arm back over his head and, with all his 
force, snapped his wrist, sending a shower of brown paint toward the expert 
across from him. When it hit its mark, the paint spread across the expert's 
shield and crept over her arm, and within seconds the woman's entire body 
was encased in a magical mold of splatterpaint. Indeed she quite looked like 
she was coated in a crisp chocolate shell, good enough to eat. 

“Yes!” Alex cried out. The expert across from him stood frozen in place. 
Alex looked down the row as students tossed, pointed, and spoke artfully at 
the willing adults. He watched Lani project resounding words of destruction 
at her partner, and slowly the adults face grew fearful. He began to sob, and 
soon he turned and ran away toward the jungle. 

While Samheed offered random stage-direction orders, causing his 
partner to run this way and that, banging into other adults and knocking over 
Alex’s stiff chocolaty partner, Meghan pulled out her piccolo and caused her 
partner to fall asleep. And so it went, all the way down the line. 

Soon Florence clapped her hands. The sound was like thunder. All effects 
of the spells vanished immediately, and the experts got up from the ground or 
came back to their positions, good-natured grins on their faces. “Not bad, not 
bad; Florence said. “For the first time, anyway. We’ll do a few more rounds. 


This time, students, please assist the other students around you once you have 
successfully rendered your expert defenseless. We are a team, and working 
together yields the greatest rewards with the least amount of energy.’ The 
statue glanced up and down both rows. “Try different spells this time,” she said. 

Lani pulled a handful of paper clips from her pocket. Meghan put her 
piccolo away and positioned herself to do a fire step. Samheed withdrew a long 
black ink pen from his vest, and Alex rolled a small ball of sculpting clay 
between his thumb and forefinger, ready to try his very own creation. At 
Florence's go they all attacked and, more confident now, all succeeded within 
the first three attempts. The experts were immobilized. 

“We're amazing, Meghan said proudly, as her partner ran off shouting, his 
feet growing unbearably warm. 

“Yes!” Alex said. His clay had formed handcuffs and bolted the wrists and 
ankles of his opponent to the ground. 

“Not bad at all,” said Lani as her partner wriggled to get loose from the 
scatterclips, which had gone right through the shield and pinned the expert's 
clothing to a nearby tree. “You know, there are lethal ways to use lots of these 
ordinary spells,’ she whispered to Samheed, who was next to her. “Tve been 
reading about them.’ 

“I wish we could start learning them now, Samheed said impatiently, as 
Florence released the spells and once again the experts returned. 

“Very good,’ Florence said. “One more round and we'll dismiss for the day. 
At our next class I want you all to return with magic spells of your own design. 
Nothing lethal, remember.’ She paused and gave the students a weighty look. 
“We'll save those for another time? 

Samheed’s stomach flipped with anticipation. 


ne A 
3 The Mostly Secret Hallway 


AÅ fter weeks of intensive warrior training, Alex was so exhausted that he fell 


into a deep sleep immediately after dinner. It was late at night when he awoke 
with a start, drenched in sweat. He had been dreaming again, that same dream 
about Aaron, but, as always, it turned nightmarish at the end when Alex 
looked back at his brother. Each time he dreamed it, Aaron transformed into 
the High Priest Justine, who cackled evilly and came at him with a rusted 
trident. Alex always woke up just before the high priest skewered him. 

Whenever Alex woke from this unsettling nightmare, he couldn't get back 
to sleep, so he took to roaming the halls or getting a snack from the kitchen, 
trying to forget it. Sometimes there were other people around, but generally 
very few except the nocturnal creatures spent their nights moving about. 

It was on one of these occasions that Alex, feeling pleasantly full and the 
nightmare having been extinguished from his thoughts, decided to peer down 
the new hallway that had been beckoning to him for weeks. 

He never saw anyone enter or exit it, and no one else seemed to notice it at 
all. Because of this, Alex didn’t dare to explore it when others were around, or 
it would be painfully obvious that he'd be walking through what appeared to 
most students as a solid, mirrored wall. 

Glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was about, he slipped 
quietly into the hallway and tiptoed down it. This hallway was different from 
the others he'd been in. It was much shorter and wider. And rather than soft 
carpet under his feet, this floor was deep, shiny mahogany planks. There were 
pillars carved of the same wood, and warm-colored paintings on the walls, 
giving this hallway a most comfortable feel. 

Alex passed two wide, arching doorways on either side, though the doors 
of those four rooms were closed tightly and gave no indication of what was 
inside. As he walked farther down the hallway, he approached an area that 
appeared to be a lounge of some sort, extending far beyond the width of the 
hall on either side. He stopped, unsure. Straight ahead, above a sofa, was an 


enormous window overlooking the lawn. Alex could see stars twinkling and 
the shadowy trees of the jungle in the distance. Ahead and to the right he 
could just see into an area of gadgets and gauges, a blackboard, a tube, and a 
kitchenette. 

Ahead and to the left he saw what appeared to be an office with a desk. 
Alex couldn't tell whether someone occupied that room, but it looked fairly 
dark in there. He moved forward slowly, trying to get a better look. On a 
coatrack in the corner hung a multicolored robe very much like the robes Mr. 
Today often wore. Alex’s heart quickened, for certainly this was Mr. Today’s 
office, and certainly students were not meant to see it. Which made it all the 
more enticing. 

He peered more closely and saw a display of blackboards lining the wall 
behind the desk. On them flashed different scenes, only Alex couldn't make 
out what the scenes were. They all seemed quite dark, and after a moment 
Alex decided that they must be pictures of the outdoors. 

His breath quickened as he crept closer. He looked over his shoulder again 
and, seeing no one, pushed ahead toward the room. Immediately he smacked 
hard into something, and with a loud twang he fell to the floor, his nose and 
forehead throbbing painfully. “Drat it,’ he said, rubbing his nose. “Yeowch?” 

When the sharp pain faded to dull, Alex sniffed and reached his hand out 
tentatively until it struck something cool and slick. “Glass? he muttered. 
“What a nasty trick” He followed the glass wall all around, finding to his 
dismay that it encased the entire width of the hallway and there was no way 
around it that would give him access to either of the open rooms that 
branched out, nor the comfy-looking lounge directly in front of him. 

Gingerly holding the bridge of his aching nose, he slid as close as he could 
to Mr. Today’s office, trying to get a better glimpse of the blackboards. “What 
in the ...,’ he said, completely puzzled. 

“Well, well, Stowe. You've found your way here too?” 

Alex jumped and crashed loudly against the glass again, only this time 
with his shoulder, thank goodness. He whirled around, sucking in a shocked 
breath, and his mouth fell open in surprise. 





Samheed’s Second Secret 


Álex let out his held breath and grinned shakily. “What are you doing here?” 


“I could ask you the same question?” Samheed stood tall a dozen feet away, 
a dark look on his face. “Did I scare you? You sure jumped a mile’ 

“Geez, Sam. Why'd you have to do that?” Alex straightened up and dusted 
off his pajamas, scowling. 

“I made a little noise first, but you had your nose pressed so far into the 
glass I wasn't sure youd have heard a tank even if it rolled right past you. So 
haven't you been here before?” 

“Well, I’ve seen the hallway for a few weeks,’ he said, remembering the first 
time hed seen it, on the day of the governors’ inspection. “But there are always 
people wandering around, so I haven't had a chance to go down it until 
tonight’ 

“It’s better during the daytime,’ Samheed said. 

“Why?” 

“Because you can see Quill better.’ 

“You ... what?” 

“And, Samheed continued, “sometimes the glass barrier is down’ 

“So you've gone in there? And what do you mean, you can see Quill 
better? Through that window?” 

“No, not the window. And yes, I’ve been in there. Well ... only twice. But 
those blackboards, which I’m guessing is what you were staring at, are really 
live pictures of Quill?” 

“Live ...?” Alex faltered. 

“You know—they’re like a picture of what’s happening in Quill right now. 
Sort of like if you were looking out the window and seeing it? 

“How do you know?” 

Samheed looked smug. “I’ve seen things,’ he said. “The High Priest Justine, 
the governors, the Quillitary making armor and weapons. And—” He stopped 
short and pressed his lips together. 

“And what?” 


“Nothing. Never mind. Just people walking around, the fields, the nursery, 
a few government buildings, the palace ... that sort?” 

Alex turned around and peered into Mr. Today’s office again. “Are you 
joking?” 

“Listen, Stowe, I’m getting tired of you never believing a word I tell you. It’s 
very irritating” 

“Well,” Alex said, “you haven't exactly been very trustworthy, have you?” 
But he was not in a mood to fight, and since Samheed ignored it, he turned his 
face back to the glass. It grew foggy under Alex’s breath. “Have you ever seen 
... you know. Your parents or anything?” Alex’s voice sounded light, like he 
probably wasn't really asking what Samheed knew he was asking, but both of 
them in that room knew better, though neither would say it. 

“Tve only been close enough twice to really see anything at all? Samheed 
said, as if that explained it. 

Alex didn’t quite dare to ask again. 

Samheed glanced over his shoulder. “What are you doing up this late, 
anyway?” 

“I—I had a nightmare, Alex said, his face flushing guiltily now, because 
this was the second time he'd thought of Aaron in two minutes. “Got some 
milk and a snack. Decided to finally give this hallway a try ...” He trailed off. 
“What about you?” 

Now it was Samheed’s turn to blush. “My door won't let me in. I was just 
on my way down to the dining room so I could take the tube when I saw you’ 

Alex snorted. “What did you say to it this time?” 

“I told it to stop being so stupid cheerful all the time because it was driving 
me insane.’ 

“That would do it,’ Alex said. “I suppose you could use my tube” 

“Thanks: 

The two boys walked back toward the balcony, hushing their voices as they 
neared it, and peeked around the corners, being very careful no part of their 
bodies showed until they were quite sure no one was around. Then together 
they stepped out of the hallway. 

“By the way, I’ve always wondered,’ Samheed said. “What’s actually on the 
wall where the secret hallway is?” 

“It’s a gigantic mirror, Alex said, remembering. 


“Ah, well, that makes sense” They continued down the boys’ hall. “One day 
when I was standing on the balcony waiting for Lani, she came out and 
immediately told me I had ink on my lip. I said, “Where?’ And she looked at 
me like I was stupid, pointed at the secret hallway, and said, “Well, just look in 
the mirror, you dolt?” 

Alex laughed quietly. “So then what?” 

“I looked at the clock and said, “Were late!” 

Alex’s door sang out an overly cheerful greeting as they approached. 
Samheed rolled his eyes but held his tongue as the door swung open. He 
looked around Alex’s room for a moment before sliding into the tube. “Hey, 
Alex, if you want to check out the’—he glanced sideways at Clive—“thing, 
tomorrow’s a good day for it. Lunchtime’ 

Alex nodded. “Thanks: 

“But don't get your hopes up” Samheed narrowed his eyes, studying Alex’s 
face for a moment, and then he disappeared. 

Alex stood, looking at the empty space where Samheed had been. “It’s too 
late for that, he said. 





\ 





WES 


/ Defense 


It was rare to see Lani without a book these days. She always seemed to be 


reading, whether at meals or walking across the lawn or through the mansion. 
And while she didn’t usually bump into things while reading and walking, it 
happened that as she left the girls’ hallway on her way to breakfast, someone 
sort of popped out of nowhere in front of her and she ran right into him. Her 
book flew out of her hands and sailed over the balcony railing, causing quite a 
stir down below. 

“Hey—watch it, shrimp!” It was Will Blair. 

Lani scrambled to her feet and peered over the railing. “Sorry, she called 
out to the pedestrians down below, but those assaulted by the book had moved 
on by now. She turned back to Will, her eyes burning. “Why do you have to be 
so rude?” 

Will, who was a wiry boy of sixteen, snarled. “Why do you have to be such 
a priss?” 

Lani flounced off down the stairs in a huff. When she got to the bottom, 
she couldn't help but look over her shoulder to see if Will was following her, 
but in the stream of humans and creatures all heading down the stairs for 
breakfast, he had disappeared. Lani rolled her eyes and picked up her book, 
which someone had kindly set on a hallway table to keep it from being 
trampled, opened it up, and began reading again as she made her way to the 
dining room and joined the others at their usual table. 

“Youre late this morning,’ Meghan remarked as Lani sat down next to 
Samheed. Both Samheed and Alex were bleary-eyed from their nighttime 
escapade, and they ate in silence. But Meghan was as bright as ever. 

“That Will Blair,’ Lani grumbled, “knocked me down and blamed it on me’ 

“Were you reading?” Meghan asked. 

“Well, yes, but he came out of nowhere and I ran right into him? 


Samheed paused his chewing, turned to look at Lani, swallowed and said, 
“What do you mean, he came out of nowhere? Were you standing in front of 
the boys’ hallway or something?” 

“Well, that would be a stupid place to stand, wouldn't it? Don’t you think I 
know better than that?” Lani rolled her eyes and grabbed a jelly-filled pastry 
from the basket at the center of the table. 

“One never knows, with you,’ Samheed said, not very nicely. He looked at 
Alex, but Alex appeared to be lost in his own thoughts and not paying 
attention. 

Lani’ eyes flared, but she held her tongue. She still stung a little from 
Simber’s whirlwind admonishment in the dining room several weeks before. 

Meghan looked around. “Where is he? I don’t see him?” 

“He never came down the stairs,’ Lani said, her mouth full of pastry. 

“He's not as bad as you think,’ Samheed said. “He’s just acting’ 

Both girls snorted raucously at that, bringing Alex out of his trance. 

“Hmm? What’s that?” Alex said. He checked the clock on the wall and 
downed the rest of his milk in one tremendous gulp. 

“Oh, never mind,’ Lani said. She finished her pastry, wiped her mouth on 
her napkin, and pushed her chair back. “Lets go” 


The Team Warrior classes had been extended to two hours each morning and 
afternoon on the lawn. Each day it seemed more and more adult Unwanteds 
and mansion creatures sat in, some to brush up their fighting skills and others 
to observe curiously what sorts of magical items the new Unwanteds were 
creating. 

Today Florence had them all sit on the lawn, since the first part of class 
was to be a lecture. The four friends sat two in front of two, and they 
whispered together in their little square about the new magical items they'd 
brought. When everyone was seated, Claire Morning came forward. 

“For our lecture today, Florence boomed, “we have Ms. Morning’ 

While the audience applauded politely, Meghan cheered wildly, for the 
musical Ms. Morning was Meghan’s favorite instructor. 

Alex leaned over to Samheed. “If we get an hour's worth of music lessons, I 
think my head might explode’ 


“In that case, bring on the music, Samheed muttered. 


Alex scowled to hide the sting. “Whatever” He couldn't figure Samheed 
out. 

Lani shushed them both with pokes to their ribs as Ms. Morning began to 
speak. 

“For the next four days we will be working on defensive skills; she said. 
“Defensive skills are crucial to Artiméans, for if we are ever at war, we will be 
fighting against people with weapons very different from ours.’ 

Samheed grew somber as he remembered how he could have been an 
expert with the weapons of Quill by now. He jabbed Alex with his elbow and 
whispered, “Defense? We need to learn how to fight to kill. It’s the only way 
we ll win against the Quillitary.’ 

Alex furrowed his brows. “I ... I don’t know about that... ? 

Ms. Morning continued. “Who can give me an example of a defensive 
skill?” She looked around at the group of students. “Gentlemen?” she said 
pointedly to Alex and Samheed, who were still whispering. 

“You guys got caught,’ Lani whispered merrily. 

“And Lani, Ms. Morning added. “The three of you come up to the front, 
please’ 

Alex and Samheed snickered at Lani’s look of surprise as they went up 
front to join the instructor. 

“Lani, you'll be the enemy, standing back here with your weapons. No 
magic now from you, all right?” 

Lani nodded and pretended to hold a weapon. 

Ms. Morning turned to the boys, who were both a bit red-faced at being 
the center of attention. “At my command Lani will charge at you. You should 
have a variety of options in mind already about what to do. But remember 
right now we are simply doing defensive skills, so please don't attack her with a 
magical item. Any questions?” 

“Yeah, Alex said. “What sorts of weapons does the Quillitary have, 
actually?” 

“Excellent question. Who has the answer?” 

“Knives, Samheed said. “Shields, too? 

“Pieces of horrid, rusty metal, laughed someone. 

“Oooh, and slingshots,’ someone else hooted. 

“Sticks and stones ... and insults,” said another. 


Some of the Artiméans didn’t laugh at that last one. 

“Guns, Lani said. The word rang out. 

The crowd was still. 

“Yes, some guns, Ms. Morning said seriously. “Though they are not 
terribly powerful, they can pack a punch?” 

“Most of them are BB or pellet guns, Lani said with an air of authority 
that some might have questioned, “that could possibly kill birds, rabbitkeys, 
even small beavopps. But the governors all have handguns. Those are deadly to 
humans and large creatures.’ 

After a long, silent pause while the crowd looked at one another, Ms. 
Morning nodded. “Thank you, Ms. Haluki’ She turned back to face the three. 
“Ready?” 

Alex and Samheed had been staring at Lani, not having known about the 
governors weapons, but now they both snapped their attention back to Ms. 
Morning. Lani faced her opponents, and the three of them nodded together. 
“Ready.” 

“Go!” 

Lani charged toward the boys as Alex immediately whipped a paintbrush 
from his pocket and waved it in front of himself, while Samheed whispered a 
chant. 

In a matter of seconds Alex painted himself invisible, and Samheed 
jumped in the air and appeared to hang suspended, then shot off like lightning 
toward the jungle. Lani stopped short, aimed an imaginary pistol at Samheed, 
and whispered, “Bam” She turned, wondering if she still had a chance to find 
Alex. The audience murmured while Lani studied the lush grass in front of 
her. 

She stalked five paces, feeling a bit silly now, having no idea which 
direction might be correct, when she saw two dents in the grass. She charged 
forward as the dents moved, and then she reached out and grabbed an 
invisible something. But it got loose and Lani could hear Alex cackling as he 
reached the hard footpath, leaving her no more clues as to his whereabouts. 
She shrugged at Ms. Morning. “T guess I give up,’ she said with a half grin. 

The audience roared its applause for the demonstrators as Samheed 
returned at a gallop, Lani clapping too, until she felt a gentle hand on her 
shoulder. She turned and didn't see anyone. 


“You were great, Alex whispered in her ear. Her hair smelled like mangos. 
He squeezed her shoulder, and not really knowing why, other than the 
adrenaline of the chase, or the fear of the guns, or the amazing feeling of being 
invisible in front of all these people, or perhaps it was the contrast of her bright 
blue eyes and her shiny black hair, but Alex, feeling suddenly quite daring, 
pulled Lani a little closer and pressed his lips against her smooth cheek. 

Lani froze. “What. Are you doing’ 

Alex chuckled softly as the audience began looking for him. “Gotta go,’ he 
said. 

Lani blushed furiously as she felt Alex’s hand leave her shoulder. She 
turned around so her back was to the crowd and pretended to look for him. 
But all she could think about was that the boy with the kind brown eyes that 
shed met on the Quill bus, the boy that shed pelted with spells trying to get 
his attention, the boy who rarely noticed her whenever Meghan was around— 
that boy had just kissed her, right on the cheek. 

A moment later, as the crowd's applause died down and Samheed had 
gone back to his seat, the sound of an aerosol spray could be heard. Soon Alex, 
who had now sprayed himself with visible spray, was in full view again. He 
sauntered back to his place next to Samheed, a goofy little grin on his lips as 
the audience clapped once again. He glanced sidelong at Lani, giving her a sly 
wink as he sat back down. 

Lani’s face grew hot again. She turned her attention to Ms. Morning and, 
trying very hard to resist touching the warm spot on her cheek, pretended 
quite convincingly to be enraptured by the rest of the demonstrations and 
lessons. 


A Glimpse of Quill 


At the end of class Alex, whose mind was now occupied with things other 


than Lani, slipped away from the others as they headed to lunch. He bounded 
up the marble staircase and stepped cautiously into the secret hallway, making 
sure no one was around. And then he crept down the hall toward Mr. Today’s 
office, knowing that the mage always had lunch with the students on 
Tuesdays. 

When he got to the place where the glass wall had been, he put his hands 
out, determined not to run into it again, but as he inched forward, it became 
apparent that the wall was not in place. “There’s a bonus, Alex whispered 
under his breath. 

He slipped into the office, his ears tuned for any noise, and stared at the 
row of blackboards on the wall. 

The three on the left showed various parts of Artimé, flashing from one 
scene to another every ten seconds or so. Alex waited until he saw the dining 
room, and noted that Mr. Today was walking about cheerfully, stopping and 
chatting at each table. 

The remaining six blackboards showed moving views of Quill. Alex was 
horrified by how gray and desolate it looked—it was so much worse than he 
remembered. He watched each blackboard, intrigued. One blackboard 
showed repeating views of the four quadrants, where all the houses and farms 
stood. He strained to pick out his parents’ house from the vast expanse of rows 
and columns, but the picture changed too quickly for him to even come close 
to finding it. 

He moved on and watched the Quillitary grounds for a moment. Soldiers 
and officers walked about mechanically, their faces expressionless. Some of 
them worked on tanks and other vehicles, and others toiled in a windowless 
room filled with sheets of rusty metal and a few cutting tools. Still others 
painstakingly poured liquid from a dented tin pail into a vehicles engine, 
careful not to spill a precious drop. 

On the last two blackboards were flashing shots of government buildings 
and the palace of the High Priest Justine. Alex’s heart fluttered as he 


recognized the university grounds on one blackboard, and he waited anxiously 
for the scene to change, hoping against hope that hed catch a glimpse of 
Aaron. Just to see him once, he thought. Just to know he’s okay. 

While he saw many university students sitting rigidly at lunch, he didn't 
see his brother. Disappointed, he turned to the palace and watched with slitted 
eyes as the scene showed the governors in a small meeting room, and then it 
flashed to the high priest herself, alone in her office. Alex scowled and turned 
back to the university blackboard, which now flashed from the cafeteria to an 
empty dormitory room to a classroom. 

Alex shook his head sadly. Not only did the scenes of Quill depress him, 
but they also made him feel like he was so close to actually seeing Aaron, 
which made the results more disappointing. 

Just as he was about to turn away and go down to lunch, he took one last 
look at the university blackboard. And there, in the once-empty dormitory 
room, was a dark-haired boy just entering. Alex’s heart leaped—was it him? 
Turn and look this way, he pleaded silently, but he knew instinctively, whether 
it was the way the boy slipped his jacket off, or the way he smoothed his 
Quillitary haircut just so, that it was Aaron. 

Alex tugged nervously at his shirt collar as he watched his brother turn 
and hang up his jacket, almost as if he were reaching right through the wall to 
Alex. He touched his shaking fingers to the blackboard and gazed at Aaron. 
“So serious, Alex whispered. 

And then the scene flipped to the cafeteria again. Alex snapped his head 
up and glanced nervously at the clock, knowing he needed to get out of there 
before Mr. Today showed up. But he couldn't go. Twenty seconds later the 
dormitory room scene returned, and now Aaron lay stretched out on his cot, 
staring at the ceiling, hands folded behind his head. To anyone else Aaron's 
face might appear expressionless. But to Alex, Aaron's face looked like a 
troubled sea. 

When the scene changed, Alex forced himself to go, leaving a little piece of 
himself there with his brother. He wandered down to the dining room 
completely preoccupied with thoughts of Aaron. Why him? Why was Mr. 
Today watching Aarons room, of all places? Could it possibly be a 
coincidence? 


Alex didn’t realize that he walked right past Ms. Octavia, who called out a 
greeting. And he didn't notice Lani stealing glances his way, her eyes growing 
more hurt each moment that he didn’t acknowledge her. He also didn't see 
Mr. Today watching him closely, a look of grave concern on the man’s face. 

Alex moved about quite unaware of anyone for the rest of that day. The 
only thing he was painfully aware of was the single question that pounded 
rhythmically in his head. 


How? 


How 


Meghan and Lani were already in the lounge, slouching on a long couch, 


their feet propped up on the coffee table, when Alex arrived. He had spent the 
past two days lost in thought, dying to know more about Aaron. He was 
having trouble sleeping, but when he did sleep, his dream was different. After 
being reminded of the stark hopelessness of Quill, he no longer wanted to go 
back at all. It would be safer, he thought, and wiser, to rescue Aaron and take 
him back to Artimé. And after a while Alex began to think that Mr. Today, 
who seemed to know a lot about everyone in Artimé, was probably watching 
Aaron because Aaron should have been an Unwanted too. 

Alex grunted a greeting to the girls and yawned, wildly tired. He plopped 
down on the couch across from them and closed his eyes, wondering if Mr. 
Today knew that Aaron had drawn pictures in the dirt too. 


It was another hot, dry summer in the quadrant when Alex and Aaron 
were ten. And that day was the kind where the dust clouded up at every step, 
hovered around your feet and covered your shoes and legs with a thin layer of 
grime no matter where you walked. But late that afternoon, as Alex and 
Aaron dug a hole in the tiny backyard in which to bury the weeks worth of 
unusable scraps, it began to rain. The cracked earth swallowed up the water, 
and both Alex and Aaron were secretly glad for it, because it not only gave 
their household extra water for the week, but it also made the digging easier. 


Alex had the shovel—he always did the hard part now, since he knew that 
he would be declared Unwanted. Aaron stood next to him, holding the bucket 
of scraps and pointing out the discrepancies in the way Alex was digging. 


“That’s not uniform size,’ Aaron said. 


“It doesn't matter, grumbled Alex, and he lifted the heavy shovel out of the 
hole and set the blade in the mud. He leaned on the handle, taking a rest and 
letting the rain soften the hard ground. 


“It does matter,’ Aaron said evenly. 


Alex watched the rivulets of rainwater roll across the not-quite-level 
square of dirt that was their backyard. He lifted up his shovel and noticed the 
dent it had left. And then, using the blade of the shovel in different directions, 
he made a triangle. And attached to the bottom of the triangle a rectangle. 
“Look, he whispered. “It’s our house.” 


“Stop or I'll report you.” 
“What's the sense in that?” Alex said logically. “I’m already Unwanted.” 


Aaron frowned, and then looked at the mud drawing, tilting his head this 
way and that. “What? I dont see...” 


“Not a real house,’ Alex sighed. “Don't you see that it looks like our 
house?” 


The rain muted the edges of the drawing as Aaron shook his head, puzzled. 


Alex glanced over his shoulder. There was no one in sight. He grabbed the 
food scraps bucket, picked out a chicken bone, and pushed the shovel toward 
Aaron. “Here, hold this. Now watch.’ Aaron took the shovel as Alex sank to his 
haunches and made a triangle with a rectangle attached to the bottom. “See?” 


Aaron shifted his eyes uneasily. “It’s ...? he said, but it was like he was 
thinking so hard about what he was seeing in the mud, and how he shouldn't 
be thinking about it at all, that he couldnt think and speak at the same time. 
He dropped down to his haunches too, almost as if being smaller would protect 
him. The shovels handle rested along his damp neck and the collar of his now 
rain-soaked shirt. 


Alex glanced sidelong at his brother. He twirled the bone between his 
fingers, and then held it out loosely in the palm of his hand toward Aaron. ‘The 
rain splashed on his forearm, shattering the air. 


Slowly Aaron peered over his shoulder this way and that, then slipped his 
hand over the once-innocent chicken bone, which now held the power to decide 
his future and his fate. And shakily he lowered it to the mud. With a light 
hand he tried to copy Alex's house, which had now melted and was gone. 


Alex watched him for a moment, trying to keep from breathing too hard 
in excitement and fear, and then dumped the bucket of scraps in the hole and 
began to push the mud back over it with his shoe to fill it. 


Aaron, entranced, wiped the mud clean with his left hand and drew 
another house with his right. This one had almost begun to look like something 
when the boys heard the squelch of footsteps behind them. 


“Boys, said the deep, cold voice of Mr. Stowe. The man stepped forward as 
Aaron wildly tossed the bone toward the hole and turned on his haunches to 


face his father, the shovel in his hand. 


Alex stared at the bone, which had landed near his feet, and stopped 
pushing the mud into the hole, knowing that hiding the evidence wouldn't help 
his case at all. He turned around slowly, the empty bucket swinging in his hand 
as hard drops of rain pounded against it. 


Mr. Stowe stared hard at the ground, where Aaron's house was slowly 
melting away. He looked at Aaron, then at Alex, then back to Aaron again. 
‘Alex,’ he said to Aaron, “give your brother the shovel and come with me,’ he 
said in a horribly quiet voice. 


Aarons eyes grew wild, and then he controlled himself. He handed the 
shovel to Alex and followed his father to the house. 


‘And Aaron,’ Mr. Stowe said, not realizing he was actually talking to 
Alex, “finish up your brothers work.” 


What Mr. Stowe didn't see as he walked into the house was the leap of 
hope and the pleading glance to play along that Aaron shot to Alex over his 
shoulder. Nor did he see the returned look of disbelief, followed by a cool shrug 
of indifference from Alex, the already Unwanted. Alex turned his back on his 
brother, and, using the shovel as he always did, he slowly, methodically, filled in 
the hole. 


» YD a « 


It was the slurping of the ice cream malts through straws that woke Alex. He 
opened his eyes, staring at an unfamiliar ceiling, trying to figure out where he 
was. 

“Have a nice nap?” Meghan grinned. 

Alex sat up and shook the sleep from his brain. “Yeah; he said, “actually, I 
did. I haven't been sleeping very well the last few nights?” He rubbed his eyes. 
“Where's Sam?” 


Meghan shrugged. “Library, maybe?” 

Lani stared at the wall and didn't say anything at all. 

“Lani?” Alex said. “Are you okay?” 

Lani stared at the wall and said even less than nothing, if that were 
possible. 

Meghan raised her eyebrow. “Hmm, ’ she said. “What'd you do now, Alex?” 

“I swear, I—nothing!” 

Lani slurped on the dregs of her milk shake. Loudly. 

Meghan looked back and forth between the two and slowly, uneasily, got 
up from the couch. “Tm ... going to go find out where Samheed is,’ she said 
carefully. “Ill be right back” She hurried over to Earl, glancing back 
occasionally over her shoulder. 

“Lani, I—” 

Lani sat up and faced Alex, silencing him with her glare. She breathed 
evenly three or four deep breaths, her eyes flaring. Finally she spoke. “You 
don't just kiss a girl on the cheek and then ignore her for three days? 

Alex’s jaw dropped. He flushed bright red. 

“Don't do it again?” 

“Uhh ...” Alex whispered an oath under his breath and put his burning 
face in his hands, trying to think of something to say. Finally he sighed deeply, 
looked up, and gave Lani a helpless look. 

“I said, don't do it again.’ Lani’s voice was growing louder. 

“Okay! Okay, I won't. Im ... sorry. I'm ... wait a second” He tipped his 
head to the side. “You mean, don't ... you know. The first thing? Or don’t, um, 
ignore you?” 

Meghan sidled back over to them, clearing her throat loudly as she 
approached. 

Lani rolled her eyes at Alex and smiled brightly at Meghan. “Is Samheed 
coming down tonight?” 

“Maybe later, he said. He’s working on some art project in the library with 
Will Blair” Both girls sneered at the mention of Will’s name. 

Alex sat very still, not quite sure if he was allowed to speak. And not 
needing to, as it turned out, since Meghan and Lani were both suddenly quite 
chatty. 


“So, what's he working on?” 


“It's some sort of drawing thing. Threety, I think he called it? Alex, you 
know what threety is?” 

Alex cleared his throat. “Uh, what?” 

Lani tilted her head. “Do you mean 3-D? Like, three-dimensional?” 

“Yeah, that’s it, I think. It’s like he’s trying to draw a closet door on the wall 
of his room, but it would be a 3-D doorway that led to a room you could 
actually go in and out of. He was thinking of it as a defensive spell—a place to 
hide, I guess.’ 

“How would you keep others from coming in it once youre inside, 
though?” Alex asked, intrigued. 

“That’s what I was wondering, Meghan said. “Only Mr. Today can do 
that?’ 

Lani whipped her hair behind her ear and rummaged through her book 
bag. “Hold on a minute,’ she said. “I know I read something ...’ 

Alex thought Lani’s ear was just about perfect. He thought about how he'd 
whispered into that very same ear right before hed kissed her, and he blushed 
again. 

Meghan, eyeing Alex, rolled her eyes. Ahh, now I know what's going on, she 
thought. Geez. She coughed lightly. “Tm still trying to figure out how Simber 
and Florence got into the theater that one time. They’re way too big to fit in 
the tube, and that’s the only way in there’ 

Lani pulled out a book. “Oh, that’s not too tough, Meg. I wondered the 
same thing. In fact Alex could probably make that happen better than either 
of us or Samheed’? 

“Who, me?” 

“You're the artist, Alex.” Lani said. She smiled; all traces of the earlier fire 
in her eyes were now extinguished. 

“I don't see how that gets Simber and Florence to fit in the tube,’ he said. 
“What, did Ms. Octavia sketch 3-D pictures of them and put the picture in 
the tube?” 

“No, Lani said, her eyes dancing now as she paged through her book. “No, 
it’s much simpler than that? 

Meghan sat up, intrigued. 

Alex’s brain started churning, trying desperately to come up with the 
answer before Lani read it, as if they were playing a game of trivia. “Let me 


guess, he said. “Hold on—I'm thinking.’ He squinched his eyes shut, picturing 
what elements were needed. “Okay ...,’ he said. 

“Well?” Lani jiggled the book on her lap, her finger holding the place. 

“She drew a bigger tube in 3-D?” Alex said. 

Lani blinked. “No? Lani watched Alex’s shoulders fall in defeat, thinking 
about it. “But I think that would work too,’ she said thoughtfully. “Good one, 
Al? 

Meghan frowned. “Well, what did she do, then?” 

Lani smiled. “Picture the theater. Back where Simber and Florence were 
standing. What was right behind them? I'll give you a hint—there’s something 
the theater has that this lounge doesn't have’ 

Alex looked up. “Doors; he said, puzzling. “Huge ones. But nobody ever 
uses them—they’re just painted on for aesthetics, right?” 

Meghan blinked. 

Alex tapped his chin. 

“Oooh, they said together. Lani grinned. 

“But I still don't see ...,”, Meghan began. 

Alex’s eyes lit up. “So, if Ms. Octavia, or anyone good enough to draw in 3- 
D, painted the same set of theater doors somewhere else in the mansion, 
Simber and Florence could simply push them open and walk right into the 
theater, through those painted doors, without using the tube. Right?” 

“Exactly!” cried Lani. “Just as if they were walking through any real door’ 

Meghan’s clouded face began to clear. “But ... why have the tubes at all, 
then?” 

“Think about it—all those doors that would have to be painted in 
everybody’s rooms—there would be no room for them all! We'd have to move 
our beds around to get to them. And this way,’ Lani said slyly, “Simber can’t get 
into the lounge.’ 

Alex sat up, his stomach twisting. “So, a 3-D magical drawing of any real 
doorway, anywhere in the world, would lead you into that room? No matter 
where you are, or where the doorway is?” He leaned forward, holding his 
breath. 

“Yes!” Lani said. “Isnt that cool? But they're really hard to paint. I can't 
understand why Samheed would think he could draw a closet of defense in a 
hurry—it would take hours. Days, maybe.’ 


Alex’s mind whirled. All I have to do is learn to paint in 3-D, he thought. 

“Wow!” said Meghan. “I’m going to go tell Sam anyway. Maybe it’ll help 
with their project” She went over to the tube and disappeared, leaving Alex 
and Lani quite alone in their corner of the lounge. 

Alex looked up and cleared his throat. “You're really smart, Lani.’ 

Now it was Lani’s turn to blush. “Yeah, she said. “I like to read” 

Alex glanced at her latest spell book. “Do you have any advanced spell 
books? Not like the history of killing spells like you were reading the other day 
at breakfast. But, like, ones with ... with lethal spell components actually 
written in them?” He almost whispered the last part. 

“No, Lani said. 

“Oh? 

“Why?” 

Alex remembered what Ms. Octavia had told him about the scatterclips 
spell. And he thought that if he ever came across the High Priest Justine in a 
real battle, he wouldn't hesitate to kill her. “No reason, I guess. I mean ...’ 

“Well,” Lani said, “if I find one, do you want to know about it?” 

“Yes. I mean, I guess so. It wouldn't hurt’ Alex looked down at the carpet 
for a long time. “So, um, about that other thing, with the kiss?” 

Lani blushed hard. “I think you're smart enough to know what I meant’ 

He bit his bottom lip, and then leaned forward, elbows on his knees, 
peering at her, remembering when they first met. “Hi; he said softly. “I’m Alex. 
It'll go quickly’ 

Lani blinked at him, surprised that he remembered that first day. “Lani; 
she said. “And no, it won't’ They both smiled at the grim memory. 

“Do you—, they both said at the same time, and laughed. “You first,’ said 
Lani. 

“Do you ever think about them? Your father? Your family?” Alex asked. 

Lani’s eyes hardened. “Never. Only my younger brother, who Mr. Today 
promised me he'd try and save’ 

Alex regarded her thoughtfully. “Mr. Today can do that?” 

“I guess he can try. He told me he helps the High Priest Justine decide who 
the Unwanteds will be. He said when my father wanted to send me to the 
Purge before I was thirteen, he helped convince Justine to do it? Her eyes 


clouded. 


“Wow, Alex said, a bit shocked. “I didn’t know. Mr. Today must have 
really wanted you here...” He trailed off, lost in thought. 

“And my father must have really wanted to get rid of me.’ She shrugged off 
the hurt. “What about you? Do you think about your parents or your 
brother?” 

He was quiet for a long moment. “No,’ he said, finally. “T never think about 
them at all.’ 





Windows and Doors 


One day per month the first-year students met as a group and visited various 


instructors for their Magical Warrior Training. It enabled them to perfect 
new Spells based on the instructors specialty, thereby rounding out their 
arsenals. 

In Ms. Mornings class they had learned singing charms that could lull 
their targets to sleep or make them weep and collapse in misery. They had also 
learned slash singing, which would cause an enemy to tear himself to shreds. 
They each whittled a small pipe instrument that, when played, would cause 
the enemy to go insane. Meghan had a variety of other instruments she kept 
in her arsenal as well, but most of them were too difficult for those less 
musical to learn properly. 

Mr. Appleblossom had spent his day teaching slam poetry and stunning 
soliloquies to the students. Both required an ability to think on one’s feet, for 
the words uttered had to fit the situation. For example, if there was an attacker 
in a vehicle, one could aim an explosive slam at the tires to make them blow 
up, and then follow up with a singeing slam to the driver, setting his hair on 
fire. Lani was especially good at slams. And Samheed excelled in soliloquies— 
not just stunning kinds, but opposite soliloquies as well, which would make 
the enemy do the opposite of what he'd intended to do. Samheed planned to 
use that one a lot, should they go to battle. He felt that if he could get several 
opposite soliloquies going at once, he could make his foes turn their weapons 
on themselves. 

Today's lesson was with Ms. Octavia, and Alex arrived in her classroom 
feeling chipper, despite having dreamed about Aaron yet again during the 


night. But he tried to push it aside and focus on the class, for Ms. Octavia was 
going to let Alex introduce a new spell he had created. She said he could teach 
everyone how to cast it. After all hed done to catch up to the others, Alex was 
proud to have this chance to prove that he had succeeded. 

When all the students had arrived, Ms. Octavia called Alex to the front of 
the room. 

“Alex, tell us about your spell,’ she said. 

From the pocket of his component vest Alex pulled out two tiny balls of 
clay. He rolled them between his fingers to warm them up as he sauntered to 
the front of the class. “The new spell I created is called trapping clay. You aim it 
at the arms, legs, or neck you wish to trap, and it hardens immediately upon 
impact, trapping the target in place” Alex hid a wicked grin and called Lani up 
to be the victim. 

Lani flashed him a suspicious look, but slowly made her way to the front. 

‘A larger ball of trapping clay can encase an entire person. Like this,’ he 
said. He picked up a larger ball, wound his arm back, and said, “Full body 
cast!” He flung the clay at Lani. 

“No!” she squeaked, but it was too late. The clay found its mark and spread 
to cover her entire body, sticking her to the bulletin board. “Alex!” came a 
muffled cry from inside, followed by a reluctant, hollow chuckle. “T guess I 
deserved that” 

The students laughed. Alex smiled. Revenge, at last. After a moment, 
though, he tapped on the hard shell cast and released the spell. Lani took a 
deep breath of fresh air and punched Alex playfully in the arm. “You got me,’ 
she said. “Clever? 

Alex blushed. “You took that awfully well? 

“That’s my way of making you feel bad’ 

“It’s working, Alex admitted. “Okay, everybody,’ he said to the class. “Give 
it a try, if you can find a willing partner. You can call out ‘shackles’ if you just 
want to chain somebody’s arms and legs, or; he said, and his eyes lit up, “dog 
collar’ is a fun one too” 

They spent the morning trying out the trapping clay, and after lunch Ms. 
Octavia gave them a painting lesson to calm them all down. Each student sat 
with his own easel and practiced defensive painting, which would allow them 
to quickly paint themselves out of any precarious situation. 


Alex was already a professional at defensive painting, so he went to the 
corner of the room where he kept his easel. He picked up where hed left off 
the previous day. 

“May I join you back in your little corner, Alex?” Lani asked. 

Alex looked at her suspiciously. “Ts this a trick?” 

“No. Don't be a jerk’ 

Alex tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “You have a suspicious history, 
Ms. Haluki? 

Lani rolled her eyes. “In case you haven't noticed, I haven't done anything 
to you in positively months. I’m done. Okay? Get over it? 

“Hmm. I guess that’s true” Alex was quiet. He turned back to his artwork 
and began daubing thoughtfully with his brush. 

“What are you painting?” 

“A window, he said. He shrugged in the direction of the nearest open 
window. “That one, there” 

“Why?” 

“Im practicing my 3-D art. If I do this right, by the time I’m finished, I 
should be able to tear this sheet off, stick it to the wall, and put my arm 
straight through it to the outside” 

“Cool? Lani said. “Is it hard to do?” 

“Very, muttered Alex. “I haven't been able to do it yet? 

“Why do you want to make a 3-D window, anyway?” 

“I don't. Windows are just easier than doors. Ms. Octavia told me to start 
with this. I’ve been trying for weeks, and it’s getting really boring. But I think 
this one might work. You really need to shade and layer and get all the colors 
and textures right’ 

“So why do you want to make a door? Where do you want to go that you 
can't use the tube to get to?” Lani shook her head slightly, puzzled. 

“Oh, I dunno,’ he said lightly. 

Lani narrowed her eyes. She put her paintbrush down and gripped Alex’s 
arm. “You want to go to Quill, don't you?” she whispered. “Why would you do 
that, Alex? You're going to wreck everything!” 

“Shhh!” Alex said when Ms. Octavia glanced in their direction. “I don’t 
want to wreck everything. Don't be ridiculous.’ 

“You want to see your brother! Oh, Alex, why? He's not like us! He’s evil!” 


“Keep your voice down! Sheesh, Lani. Aaron is not evil. He's exactly like 
us. He did artistic stuff too—only I took the blame for it. He should be here!” 

“It’s not right! You'll put Artimé in danger. What are you thinking, Alex?” 
Lani shook her head in disgust. “It’s too late for him. Maybe he should have 
been here too, but it’s too late. Did you tell Mr. Today about him?” 

“No! And youd better not either’ 

Lani sighed and slumped in her chair. “Please don't do it, Al” Alex sighed 
too and stared at his painting of the window, shaking his head. Then, he ripped 
it off the easel and tore it into little pieces, disgusted. “At the rate I’m going, 
you have nothing to worry about’ He sighed and rested his head on the 
window ledge. 

When he looked up through the glass, he saw Will Blair walking across the 
lawn in the distance. Will stopped and stood for a moment; then he turned 
toward Ms. Octavia’s classroom, raised his hand impatiently, and pointed to 
the library. Alex’s stomach clenched. Why would Will Blair want Alex to 
meet him at the library? Alex turned quickly to see if anybody else saw, but 
Lani and the rest of the class were focused on their work. All except for 
Samheed, that is, who stood at an easel at the back of the class, looking out the 
window. He nodded, his face serious. Then he packed up his things quietly, 
and when Ms. Octavia was involved with another student, Samheed slipped 
out of the room. 





The Library 


After several visits to Mr. Today’s office, Alex had Aaron’s dorm room door 


memorized, right down to the knots and scratches in the wood. 

Every evening, as Alex worked privately in his bedroom to perfect a 3-D 
doorway to Aaron’s room so he could save him, he couldn't stop thinking 
about Will and Samheed sneaking off to the library. They did it at odd times, 
sometimes during assemblies and sometimes during large group training. 
Sometimes late in the evening. Once, Alex tried to follow them, but when he 
tubed into the library, they had disappeared. What could they possibly be 
working on? At first Alex didn’t care—he was just glad that Will hadn't 
actually been gesturing to him that time in Ms. Octavia’s room. But he grew 
more curious as his long, lonely nights of drawing and painting wore on with 
no one but Clive to talk to. 

And Clive wasn't making life easy for Alex, either. 

“What are you doing in there?” Clive would ask every ten minutes or so. 
He obviously hated that Alex worked in the cramped sleeping area between 
the bed and the wall, rather than out in the open living room where Clive 
could actually see for himself what was going on. And ever since the “episode; 
as Clive liked to call it, he hadn't left Alex alone. 

“Im not doing anything!” Alex would always say, growing more 
exasperated all the time with his nosy blackboard. “Leave me alone, will you?” 

“No-o, sang Clive cheerily. 

After one such episode Alex, frustrated, rolled up his paper, tucked it 
under his arm, and stormed out of his room, as stormy as one can be when 
entering a tube and pushing a button. He didn’t want to give Clive the 
satisfaction of knowing where he was storming off to, so he pressed lounge, 
and then when he got to the lounge, he stayed in the tube and pressed library 
instead. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Meghan and Lani at a table having 
milk shakes, but then he was gone again. 

Inside the library he roamed to all of his usual workstations, but all the big 
tables were occupied, and he needed a big table to spread out his 3-D drawing. 
He moved to the seldom-used stairwell and walked, rather than tubed, up to 


the second floor and then, seeing more stairs, up to the third, where he'd never 
been before. In fact there was no button for the third floor in the tube—hed 
only thought there were two floors all this time. There was an old-looking sign 
that said ARCHIVES on the stairwell wall next to the door. Alex went in. It was 
dark inside, but little lights popped up as he traveled down the rows of books, 
charts, and maps. It smelled musty and old. His stomach flipped as the door 
clanked shut, and he ran back to make sure he wasn’t locked in. He wasn’t. 
With a sigh of relief he meandered between the shelves to a large table in the 
back corner, perfect for what Alex needed. His rolled-up doorway drawing 
bumped a seven-foot-tall tiki totem pole statue with three stacked faces. The 
middle face opened an eye, scowled, and then closed its eye again. 

“Sorry, Alex whispered. He unrolled his paper and, when he spread it out, 
said, “I wish there was more light” The table lit up with a bluish-white light 
that shone through the paper. Alex, surprised, looked at his drawing, each line 
now feeling very individual and defined, the blueness of the bright light 
pointing out the flaws that had kept the drawing from working the way it was 
supposed to work. 

Alex whistled under his breath as parts of the drawing deepened before his 
eyes. 


Inevitable 


Ea 


Mz. Today looked away from the long row of blackboards when he heard a 


growl outside his office. “Come in, Simber’ he said. “Florence, welcome’ 

A moment later Claire Morning and Ms. Octavia arrived, and the group 
arranged itself comfortably around the large office. Simber sprawled on the 
floor, Florence eased into a sturdy-looking, grotesquely oversized floral love 
seat as if it had been fashioned just for her, and the two instructors sat in office 
chairs near Mr. Today's desk. 

The mage shuffled papers on his desk and set them aside, then looked up at 
his guests. “Thank you for coming, he said. “Simber, what news?” 

“Alex has discoverrred this hallway, Simber began. “He’s been herrre 
thrrree times, as farrr as I know frrrom my view at the doorrr. Once with the 
boy Samheed, late at night. Twice durrring Tuesday lunches’ 

Mr. Today nodded. “What about Will Blair?” 

“T haven't seen Blairrr, but he could be using an invisibility spell to enterrr, 
now. 

“Thank you, Simber. Octavia?” 

“All seems well with Alex. Still melancholy, but such is the life of a painter. 
He's working on three-dimensional paintings.’ 

“What sort?” 

“Windows and doorways, that sort of thing. Quite ambitious.” Octavia 
looked over her half-glasses and down her long snout. 

“Hmm, Mr. Today said. “How close is he to getting it right?” 

“Not terribly close, but he’s getting better. It’s a very difficult procedure, as 
you well know’ 

Florence cleared her throat. ‘Tve spoken to the girrinos down at the gate. 
Arija says the Blair boy is acting suspiciously. He’s been to the gate twice in the 
past week. And the ostrich statue in the library reports that Blair has 
convinced young Samheed to help him on an art project?” 

“Samheed’s working with Blair?” Mr. Today asked, a hint of concern in his 
voice. 


Florence shrugged her massive shoulders. “Looks that way.’ 

Claire interrupted. “What is Will Blairs issue? I’m afraid I don't quite 
understand? 

“Its a bit complicated,” Mr. Today said. “You see, Blair’s father is the 
general of the Quillitary. Blair's been bitter since he arrived here three years 
ago, because if he had been Wanted, he'd naturally be sitting in Aaron's place 
right now by default of his heritage. Will has gotten more bitter since he 
discovered Aaron has clearly ‘stolen’ his seat of honor’ Mr. Today pointed to 
the blackboard of the palace. There, in the High Priest Justine’s own private 
office, sat Aaron, in earnest discussion with the ruler of Quill herself. “Aaron’s 
made quite a name for himself. Gunnar reports the boy has just been 
appointed assistant secretary to the high priest. No one so young has ever held 
so high a position? 

Mr. Today turned back to face the group. “Will is extremely jealous, 
seething so hard he no longer sees things as they are, but as he wants them to 
be. When he reunited with Samheed, his former neighbor and friend, they 
began to talk about Quill. Will found out that Aaron was the one who 
reported Samheed’s infraction, which put Will over the edge. He’s become 
obsessed with watching this screen, watching Aaron in the palace having 
lunch with the High Priest Justine and with Will’s own father, General Blair 
himself? 

The room was silent for a moment before Claire spoke. “So he wants 
revenge on Aaron?” 

“Yes? 

“How?” 

Mr. Today pursed his lips. “That, I do not yet know’ 

“Shouldn't we try and stop him? Can we?” 

“Yes, we can stop him. You know we can, Mr. Today said carefully. 

Claire shook her head. “I also know we won't’ 

“That's correct.’ 

“But—why?” Claire sighed impatiently. “When we have the means to stop 
him—to stop both Will and Alex! Before Quill discovers and ruins Artimé. 
Before they put us all in danger. Some of us are sure to be killed! Everything 
will change. Everything’ 


Mr. Today bowed his head into his hands and said nothing. His shock of 
white hair pointed at the wall behind his friends. 

After a moment Simber responded in an uncharacteristically soft purr. 
“Because, Clairrre. Because neitherrr boy has brrroken the law. Because we 
don't punish bad ideas, orrr thoughts, orrr intentions. Because the moment we 
do, that’s the moment ourrr worrrld takes its firrrst step towarrrd becoming 
like Quill? 

“But if it’s for our own good and safety—” 

“Claire, Mr. Today said quietly, “once we start inter fering with free 
thought, where do we stop? Believe me, I’ve been down this road’ 

“But you know yourself that you can protect our world without a war at 
all! You could wipe out the entire land of Quill and we could be safe forever, if 
you just choose to stop it?” 

The mage smiled sadly. “And you know, Claire, that I will not be around 
forever to protect Artimé from what's beyond Quill. Each person here must 
have something at stake in order to take ownership of our land. If our people 
have nothing to sacrifice, nothing to protect, what will happen to Artimé 
when I am gone?” 

The office was stifled in heavy silence. 

“Then what do we do?” Claire said, finally. 

Mr. Today scratched his chin. “We prepare. And who knows, maybe 
something good will come of it” He took a deep breath. “Florence, have you 
begun the lethal-weapon training?” 

“Yes? 

“Very good. I want everyone to have the knowledge and ability, whether 
they choose to use it or not. Claire, find Gunnar in the forest and ask him to 
come see me. Simber, keep a close eye on Will Blair and Samheed. TII put up a 
shimmer shield in the entrance to this hallway so you can tell if someone 
invisible walks through it” 

“And the boy... hmm...’ Mr. Today thought out loud. “Yes. I'll take care of 
Alex myself’ He clasped his hands together and met the solemn eyes of his 
comrades. “All right, then. Let's be as ready as possible, shall we?” 

Together each person, statue, and creature in the room nodded. 


The Eliminators 


N early every night when his eyes and hand gave out from working on the 


doorway, Alex agonized over Aaron. “How?” he asked himself over and over 
after weeks of failure to produce a doorway that would lead him to his 
brothers dormitory room—or anywhere, for that matter. He shook his head. 
“I know I can rescue you. But how do I get to you? There's got to be another 
way. 

One night Alex had had all the tossing and turning he could stand. He left 
his room, walked down the stairs, past the two statues, who both nodded 
civilly, and went outside for a walk to clear his mind. He didn't see Simber and 
Florence exchange a glance, nor did he see Simber leap nimbly from his 
pedestal and pad up the stairs to the mage’s private quarters. 

Alex roamed along the seashore, and then, instead of going into the jungle, 
he turned back and walked diagonally in a direction almost no one cared to go 
because of the awful memories that accompanied it—to the giant iron gate. In 
the light from the stars Alex could make out the shadowy figures of the four 
girrinos, keeping guard as they did endlessly, seemingly without rest. 

Alex cleared his throat. 

“We see you, Mr. Blair, one said in a pleasant voice. “You may approach 
without fear’ 

Alex bit his bottom lip and stepped out of the shadows. “Hi—I’m, um, not 
Will Blair,’ he said, not knowing quite what else to say. “I’m Alex Stowe’ 

“Oh, so you are,’ said one whose name was Tina. “Look, ladies, a new one 
has come to face his fears.’ 

The girrinos smiled. The one named Arija asked, “What brings you here 
tonight, Alex? Can't sleep? Feeling wonky?” 

“How—how did you know?” Alex could feel the ground shiver just slightly 
as two of them sat down hard and turned their attention back to the door. 

“We rarely get visitors. When we do, it’s usually for one of two reasons. 
Most often someone comes to face the iron door in hopes of seeing it in a 
different light, from the good side of things, and thereby casting out the horrid 
memories of Quill? 


“Does it work?” 

“For some, yes.’ 

“What's the other reason?” Alex asked presently, hoping the ladies couldn't 
read his mind. 

Arija blinked her milky chocolate eyes solemnly. “To escape’ 

Alex’s heart throttled, but he held his expression firm. “Oh. That seems 
strange, he said. His voice sounded a wee bit thin in his ears, so he tried to 
breathe in using his diaphragm, like Ms. Morning had taught them in choir. “I 
didn't think the door would work as a way out. Isn't it locked from the other 
side? And who would want to escape to that awful place?” 

Tina grinned, her teeth like glowing rectangles in the star-light. “Right on 
both counts, Alex. He’s a clever one, isn't he, Arija?” 

“Indeed? Arija nodded. “There are two ways out of Quill, but only magical 
ways to get back in—we can’t open the gate from our side. Unless, of course, 
someone from the other side unlocks it? 

Alex furrowed his brow. “Two ways out of Quill? What's the second? We 
were told the only way out was through elimination—through this gate? 

“Well, of course you were told that, my boy. I dont think even the 
governors know about the other way. And if they did, they wouldn't tell the 
people of Quill’ said Tina. 

Arija gave Tina a stern look. “Don't tease the boy, Tina. How would he 
know?” She turned back to Alex. “There’s a secret passage from the palace to 
beyond the walls that the High Priest Justine and Marcus created long ago, 
when Justine took over the rule of the land. As far as the high priest knows, 
Marcus is the only other person in Quill who is aware of it? 

Alex’s eyes widened. “But ... the palace,’ he said, thinking. “What lies 
beyond it? Where does the passage lead? To the great forest? To enemy 
territory?” 

“Why ..., Tina began. “To the sea, of course!” 

“What?” Alex asked, incredulous. “But what about the threat of the 
borderlands? The Quillitary? That blasted barbed-wire ceiling that protects 
the entire land from intruders?” 

Arija stepped over to the boy. “There, now, dear,’ she said, and sort of 
nuzzled his shoulder comfortingly, as if Alex were her own son, until Alex had 
quite calmed down. “Tm afraid it’s all a ruse to control the actions of the 


people of Quill?’ She sighed. “The land of Quill—and Artimé, attached—is an 
island. It’s one in a chain of islands. We once traded goods with other lands, 
but that was before Justine had the walls constructed, I’m told? 

Alex shook his head, defeated. “I can’t believe it. Why would they lie to 
us?” he whispered. “What about the old people? Don't they remember?” 

Arija shook her head, her black, silky fur catching the starlight. “No, Alex. 
They were made to forget? 

“What, you mean...’ 

“Magic” 

Alex stood there, blown away by what he was hearing. Magic? In Quill? 
He shook his head in shock. “But ... who? Who would do such an awful thing, 
taking people's memories?” 

The ladies were silent, and then suddenly they stood at attention, peering 
into the shadows beyond Alex. 

“Me? said a voice from the dark. 





On a Dark Night 


Come, walk with me,’ Mr. Today said, stepping out of the shadows. “We have 


a lot to talk about? 

Alex froze. He felt now like he had felt every time hed been discovered 
committing an infraction back in Quill. His heart sank as he turned around 
slowly, only to find a grim look on Mr. Today’s face. Caught. 

Mr. Today waved to the girrinos and began walking across the lawn 
toward the mansion. He didn’t appear worried that Alex would follow, and it 
was Mr. Today’s nonchalance that compelled Alex to tag along after him 
rather than run away or hide. Alex hurried through the grass and caught up to 
the mage’s brisk pace. 

“It’s a gorgeous night? Mr. Today breathed deeply the salty air. “I should 
remember to come out more often at this hour. I love the sound of the sea in 
the dark, when all the other creatures are quiet, don’t you?” 

Alex swallowed hard. “Yes; he said. And then, because it sounded funny, 
that word hanging out there alone, he added like a dutiful student, “It’s sort of 
musical. Like a new kind of instrument.’ 

“Indeed!” Mr. Today said approvingly. “My, but you've come a long way in 
almost a year. Can you see it in yourself, my boy?” 

Alex was quiet for a moment, pleasantly confused by the turn in events, 
but a little suspicious all the same. “I suppose I can, sir” 

“Of course you can.’ The old mage stopped at the shore and looked out 
over the sea. “Have you discovered Claire’s boat in the lagoon?” he asked. “She's 
a real beauty.’ 

Alex squinched his eyes shut. “Um, y-yes? Was that the right answer? Alex 
wasn't sure. 

“One day we'll go for a cruise, maybe to one of the neighboring islands 
with whom we used to trade goods. I’ve been wanting to go back for years,’ Mr. 
Today said, almost as if to himself. “But I imagine they had hard feelings when 
we cut off our communications with them.... I wonder if anyone there would 
remember me” And then he roused himself from his thoughts and turned 


sharply, back toward the mansion. “But first we have some business to take 
care of? 

Alex stumbled after him. “We—we do?” 

Mr. Today reached the walkway, climbed the steps, opened the mansion 
door with a sweeping gesture, and ushered Alex inside. “To my office,’ he said. 

“Your office?” Alex blushed as he entered the mansion. “Um, I guess I 
don't know where—” 

Simber cocked his head at Alex and growled. 

Mr. Today held up his hand and chuckled. “No need, Simber. The boy 
needs his dignity.’ 

Alex stumbled up the staircase as his face burned. Without another word 
Mr. Today nimbly took the stairs two at a time and walked into the secret 
hallway. Alex hesitated, turned and looked down at Simber, and realized how 
stupid he had been to think no one had ever seen him go in. Simber grinned 
cheekily at the boy. 

Alex shook his head and followed Mr. Today. “I’m such a dolt; he said. 

Mr. Today laughed, and then held out a finger at the glass shield. It 
shimmered, splashed to the floor, and disappeared. “We all have our moments, 
my boy. Come, have a seat.’ 

“Thank you,’ Alex said. He sat down heavily in one of the office chairs and 
tried with all his might not to stare at the blackboards above Mr. Today’s head. 

Mr. Today looked at Alex. “Let's be honest with each other, shall we?” 

Alex blinked. “Okay ..” 

“Do you miss your brother?” 

Alex stared. His heart quickened. “No” 

Mr. Today regarded Alex for a moment. Then he turned toward the 
blackboard. “Alex,” he said, “is it true that your brother was creative like you?” 

Alex blinked. “Well, he did try to draw once?” Alex remembered the time 
in the backyard when it rained. 

“What happened?” 

“My father got us mixed up. He thought Aaron was me—I was always the 
troublemaker, and it was pouring rain, and were identical. It was a simple 
mistake; Alex said. He felt like he had to defend his father. 

“And Aaron went along with it. He let you get written up for his 
infraction?” 


Alex shifted uncomfortably. “Mr. Today, Id already had several 
infractions. I knew I'd be Unwanted. One more infraction wouldn't have made 
a difference to me?” 

“And one would have made a difference for Aaron” 

Alex’s eyes teared up. “Yes—I mean, no. I mean... it’s all so confusing’ 

Mr. Today leaned forward. “You would have done anything for him. That’s 
the way it is with twins, isn’t it?” 

Alex nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Finally, he whispered, “T wish I 
hadn't’ 

“Because then he might be here, is that it?” 

“Yes? 

“Alex, you did a noble thing, thinking you were saving him. Believe me, I 
understand. And I think very highly of you for it’ 

Alex swallowed hard and looked at his lap. 

Mr. Today shuffled some papers on his desk, and then stood. “Come. I'll 
walk you back? 

Alex got to his feet and followed Mr. Today to the hallway. 

“So, Alex,’ Mr. Today said, taking on a lighter tone, “How are your studies 
now that youre in training? All going well?” But he seemed to be searching for 
something deeper. 

Alex thought of the dreams. The doorway. His heart ached at the thought 
of never seeing Aaron again. Finally he looked up at Mr. Today. “Everything's 
really going great. I like it here’ 

Mr. Today gazed at Alex as they walked, his face indecipherable. After a 
moment he smiled sadly. “Good; he said. “Tm very glad of that? 






Where Theresa Will | 


Where are you going?” Lani demanded, tapping her foot loudly near the 


library tubes, making several creatures, students, and statues scowl in her 
direction. “You're always sneaking around these days.’ 

“I'm busy,’ Alex said. 

“With what?” 

“Um ... spells. Lethal stuff. That reminds me,’ he said, trying desperately to 
think of a way to change the subject so that Lani would leave him alone—he 
was so close to finishing his doorway. “I really want to know what the 
incantation is for turning scatterclips lethal. Any idea?” 

Lani cocked her head. “I don’t know’ 

“Well, can you find out? Td like to learn that one. I mean, not because TIl 
ever use it. I mean just in case” 

Lani’s eyes widened. “You mean youd kill someone, if it came to that?” 

‘Tm not saying that? 

“I think you are’ 

Alex shrugged. “Only if I had to. I don’t ever want to kill anybody?” 

Lani was silent. She turned. “I'll see what I can find out; she said, 
wandering off into the rows and rows of books. 

When she was out of sight, Alex slipped through the doorway to the 
stairwell and bounded up the steps to the third floor. He peered into the 
window, saw that all was dark, and went inside. Then he tiptoed back to his 
table to finally finish up his painting. 

Before an hour had passed, he made a final stroke with his brush and stood 
back. The door practically grew thicker on the table, it looked so realistic. Alex 
grinned, certain this time it would work. He gazed at it a little longer and felt a 
thrill run through him as he thought about finally seeing his brother again. He 
glanced around, wondering if he could find a free wall in the library, but all the 


walls were covered with bookshelves. So he rolled it up carefully and packed 
up his brushes and pencils. 

As he grabbed his backpack, he heard the creak of the door. Two voices 
spoke in hushed sounds. One of them Alex recognized. It was Samheed. 

Immediately Alex tensed; then he silently took his things and stepped 
behind a shelf, his back up against it, facing the tiki totem pole. His breath 
came in a shallow, quiet flow and his skin erupted with goose bumps, and he 
cursed himself for not having an invisibility paintbrush with him. He could 
hear the two, louder now that the door had closed, settling in at a table near 
the front. Alex was trapped. He crept closer so he could hear them better and 
see them through the space between shelves. 

“The hinges are all wrong. See there?” Samheed said, pointing to a door 
eerily similar to the one Alex had finally just perfected. 

“I know! Im trying,’ Will said crossly. “This isnt exactly my area of 
expertise.’ 

“Let me try.’ 

“You've tried and you can't do it either. Just be quiet. I’m concentrating’ 

“I could ask Alex? Samheed said. 

Will laughed out loud. “Sam, you are even stupider than you look. Alex is 
being extremely helpful from afar already. Involving him would wreck 
everything. You know yourself how much he still thinks of his fink of a 
brother’ 

Samheed’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing for a moment. He pulled 
out a chair and sat backward on it. “Yeah, maybe I am stupid, because I don’t 
get why you even want to go back there. I mean, sure, you can scare the 
skivvies off Aaron Stowe for taking your spot with the governors, but what 
good will that do? You'll expose Artimé, and we'll have to fight’ 

Will tossed his pencil, frustrated. “Look. I don't plan on anybody finding 
out who I really am, okay? At least not at first—not with my theatrical 
disguise, courtesy of your loser friend Alex and my incredible magical abilities. 
And believe me, when I get done with Aaron, he won't be able to tell a soul? 

Alex sucked in a breath, and he nearly lost his grip on his 3-D door. 

Samheed looked up as if hed heard something, but then turned back to 
Will. “What do you mean? Are you going to kill him or something?” He 
laughed nervously. 


Will Blair just shook his head and scowled. He picked up his pencil again 
and started working on the door. 

“Seriously, Will? Samheed said when Will didn't answer. His voice grew 
quiet. “Are you planning to kill him?” 

“I prefer the term ‘eliminate,’ Will said, snarling. “You have a problem 
with that? Or do I have to get rid of you, too?” 

Samheed’s face turned green in the eerie blue light from the table. “No,” he 
whispered. “Of course not’ 

Alex’s heart and mind raced. How on earth was he going to get out of here, 
get to Aaron in time to warn him? He could only hope that Will wasn't close 
enough to finishing the doorway tonight before they packed up, or there 
would be serious problems. If he could only get to his bedroom! But no, stupid 
Clive would know what he was up to if he disappeared from the bedroom, and 
no doubt he would alert Mr. Today. Alex couldn't risk that. Where else could 
Alex go that no one would see him? 

He slid down to the floor to sit the night out, and when he did so, his shoe 
crumpled the very edge of his rolled up doorway drawing. 

“Did you hear something?” Samheed asked quietly. 

“No” 

“I think I heard something’ 

“So go make yourself useful and check it out, then?” 

Alex put a hand over his mouth and nose, as if to silence his own breath. 
He froze, and willed Samheed to think it was nothing. 

Samheed was silent a moment, and then he got up and slowly walked 
through the dusky library. He rounded a row of shelves, and Alex could hear 
him just on the other side of the row he leaned against. He nearly exploded in 
fear. No, no, no, he kept repeating in his head. Please, no. 

Samheed rounded the corner by the totem pole statue and stopped in his 
tracks when he caught sight of Alex. His eyes grew wide, scared at first, and 
then they narrowed. Alex, tensed and ready to run for it, silently pleaded with 
Samheed. Samheed stood completely still; the two boys’ eyes locked on each 
other. 

“Anything over there?” Will called. 

The totem statue behind Samheed yawned in triplicate. And then it 
cleared its throats. 


“Just a statue,’ said Samheed. “It’s nothing’ He glared at Alex for another 
moment, and then he turned and went back to his table. 


There’s a Way 


Alex's body ached from sitting so still in one place. He felt like a swarm of 


bees was trapped inside his head, thoughts going every which way. Will Blair 
was planning to kill Aaron—not only kill him, but actually become the likeness 
of Aaron using his theatrical spells—so that no one in Quill would know the 
difference. How on earth was Alex going to save his brother? He just had to 
get out of there! 

Hours passed, with both Will and Samheed working on different parts of 
the door frame. Finally Samheed stretched, groaned, and said, “Can we just 
call it a night? Were not going to finish’ 

“Im almost done. See? See how the top of the frame is rising up off the 
table a bit? We just need to get the rest of it perfect’ 

“It took us all night just to get that part done! I’m finished with this for 
today. I’m going to bed? 

“Fine, go, Will said. “If you say anything about my plan, I will kill you. I’m 
not even joking” 

“Okay, okay; Samheed said. His voice sounded hollow. “Relax. I’m with 
you.’ 

Will stabbed his pencil into the paper and ripped a tiny hole in it. “Blast 
it!” he roared. “This is so frustrating!” He stood up and ran his fingers through 
his hair, and then began pacing around the table. 

Alex froze, though he was pretty sure he no longer had control over his 
cramped lower half. 

“All right,’ said Will, still pacing, but calming down. “All right. Tomorrow 
were finishing it? 

“Tomorrow. Good, Samheed said. He glared in the direction of Alex, but 
Alex could no longer see them. 

They rolled the drawing and packed up their art supplies. “Back here 
tomorrow after lunch. We can skip training’ 

“But—” 

“Look, Samheed, don't be an idiot. We need to get this done before the old 
geezer finds us out. You're making it really clear why you don't belong in the 


Quillitary, with all your blubbering’” 

“Shut it? muttered Samheed. 

“What?” 

“Nothing! Sheesh? Samheed fumed in silence. He slammed his chair into 
the library table and walked out without waiting for Will. A moment later 
Will followed, snickering to himself. 

Alex sat for five more agonizing minutes, then slowly rose to his feet, 
feeling the blood rushing to his legs as they prickled mercilessly. 

“Thank you,’ he said quietly to the statue. 

The top face opened its eyes and stared at Alex. Then it nodded and went 
back to sleep. 

When he could walk without tripping, Alex grabbed his drawing and 
hurried down the stairwell, avoiding the tube for fear of getting stopped by 
Lani. He ran around the mansion to the front entrance, where neither statue 
was in its usual place, and up the stairs to his room. 

Samheed stood in front of Alex’s door, glaring. “What did you hear?” he 
whispered. 

Alex, breathing hard, said, “Nothing. I couldn’t—hear anything. Too far’ 

Samheed regarded Alex, almost quivering in anger. “You're lucky I didn't 
tell Will?” 

Alex nodded wildly. “I know. I know. Thank you. You really—saved me. 
Thank you.’ 

Samheed seemed to relax a little bit. “Nothing's going on,’ he said. “Right?” 

“Right!” Alex said. “I mean, what? What are we talking about?” He gave an 
anxious laugh. 

Samheed rolled his eyes and turned away, walked to his room, and 
disappeared inside. 

Realizing that going inside his own room to paste up the door painting 
would only make Clive start asking questions, and knowing that Samheed was 
safe in his room, and presumably Will was too, and remembering that Simber 
and Florence were both out doing other things at the moment rather than 
standing there to spy on him, Alex looked down at his drawing and realized he 
knew the perfect place to put it up in secret at this time of night. 

He bit his lip, checked his vest for scatterclips, and then walked 
nonchalantly down the boys’ hallway, leaned over the balcony (still no statues 


below), and slipped down the secret hallway to Mr. Today's dark office. The 
glass shield was down, and all was dark. 

Once inside the office he unrolled the door and held it against the wall, 
pinning it with the scatterclips. After he placed the last pin, he stepped back 
and watched as the door and frame grew thick and real before his eyes. 

Alex hiccupped randomly and gave a shaky laugh, totally giddy and 
frightened that he was actually, finally, able to go see—and save—his twin. He 
wiped his sweaty hands on his pants, and then reached out for the doorknob, 
turned it, and pushed it open. He lifted his foot over the small threshold 
created by the space between the painting and the floor, and stepped through 
the opening into a dark dormitory room. 


P 


Together Again 


Alex glanced over his shoulder as he pushed the 3-D door closed behind him. 


This door was identical to Aaron's regular door that led into the dormitory 
hallway—the two doors now stood side by side like twins. Alex wondered 
what would happen if the 3-D drawing were removed from Mr. Today’s office 
wall. Would the magical door disappear? For a brief moment Alex felt 
claustrophobic. What if he couldn't get back to Artimé? He shuddered and 
waited for his eyes to adjust completely to the dim moonlight. 

There was no way Alex could do this without scaring Aaron—he knew 
that. Alex stood next to the bed, his stomach flipping, knees shaking. At first 
Alex tried to will Aaron awake, but that didn’t work. Aaron’s chest rose and 
fell rhythmically. 

“Aaron, Alex whispered. “It’s me’ 

The boy didn't stir. 

Alex closed his eyes and breathed in a shaky breath, and then blew it out 
slowly and opened his eyes again. He stepped closer and touched Aaron's arm. 
“Aaron, he said a little louder. “Aaron. It’s me, Alex? 

Aaron sucked in a breath and rolled to his side. His eyes opened. Blinked. 

“Aaron, wake up. It’s me. It’s ... it’s Alex.’ 

Aaron reared up wildly, scrambling on his backside. He let out a shout. 
“Whos there?” 

Alex cringed. “Shhh! Aaron, it’s Alex’ 

Aaron's mouth fell open, a look of intense fear on his face. “No! Leave me 
alone!” 

“What?” 

Aaron blinked and scooted to the far corner of his bed, his face anguished. 
“Stop torturing me!” 

“Aaron, please—keep your voice down before you wake the whole 
dormitory. Listen, I know you're scared? 


Aaron's eyes narrowed. “I’m not afraid of a dream. Alex is dead. Leave me 
alone.’ He spat out the words. 

This was not the way Alex had thought the conversation would go. He 
hadn’t known what to expect, but whatever it was, it wasn't this. 

“Aaron. Alex sighed. He looked around the room in the dark, his eyes 
having adjusted now, and found a lamp. He lit it, and a low light filled the 
room. “I’m not dead. I came back to rescue you.’ 

Aaron was silent, staring. His jaw quivered as he regained control of his 
emotions, and soon his face took on the old familiar serious look. His voice, 
controlled and cold. “You have three minutes to explain yourself before I call 
the guards,’ he said. 

Alex’s mouth fell open. “You're jok—; he began to say, and then he realized 
where he was, and that of course Aaron wasn't joking. Aaron wouldn't even 
know the meaning of the word. Alex closed his mouth and sighed. “Aaron, it’s 
me, Alex. Your brother. Your twin. I’m not dead. But you will be soon if you 
don't listen to me. If you don’t come with me. Please’ 

“What are you talking about? How did you get in here?” 

That cold voice. Emotion was completely gone from his brother's face now. 
Aaron wasnt glad to see Alex. Alex's heart began to crack. 

“Youd better explain?” 

Alex bit his lip. Get it together. “Aaron, please ..”” Alex couldn't help it. He 
reached out his hand. “Haven't you missed me? Not even a little?” Hot tears 
sprang to Alex’s eyes. “Blast it!” He squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head 
away so Aaron wouldn't see, and then sank down to sit on the edge of Aaron’s 
bed. He took a deep, shuddering breath and let it out again. “I miss you,’ he 
whispered. 

Aaron's face softened, the tiniest bit. “Alex,” he said, “if you aren't a dream, 
where have you been hiding all this time? Did you escape from the 
Eliminators? How could you survive this long? This is impossible” 

Alex knew he had to do this right. It was his only chance. He turned back 
toward his brother when he had composed himself, and he spoke evenly, like 
he had done when he lived in Quill. “Tf I tell you, you must promise me you 
wont tell anyone’ 

Aaron narrowed his eyes. He was quiet for a moment. “All right” 

“I live in a secret world. A wonderful, magical world of art and creativity’ 


Aaron stared. “Now I know for sure that I’m dreaming’ 

“It’s a world very different from Quill. We have fun there. We paint and 
draw and listen to music... ? 

“I have no idea what you are talking about. Or what you want from me’ 

“I want you to be with me, Aaron. Remember when we made houses in 
the mud with the bone? Do you? That’s called drawing. You loved it, I could 
tell! But you were too good ... too good to admit it, even to yourself? 

Something flashed across Aaron’s face and disappeared into a frown. “I 
had no infractions.’ His voice was cold again. 

“You are like me, Aaron, whether you believe it or not. If you come with 
me right now, I will show you? 

“Come with you where?” 

“To my home in Artimé, where we will keep you safe’ 

“Safe from what? And who is ‘we’?” 

“We are the Unwanteds. And safe from General Blair’s son, Will, who 
wants to kill you and take your place’ 

Aaron sat for a long minute, then turned toward the wall, lay down, and 
closed his eyes. “Will Blair is dead. He was Unwanted three years ago” 

“Aaron?” 

“Stop torturing me. I am not allowed to be having all these dreams. I’m not 
the one who killed you—it’s not my fault you couldn't follow the law. Now go 
away and never come back.’ 

“Aaron, dont be an idiot. Im not a dream. See?” Alex hauled off and 
punched Aaron in the shoulder. 

“Great cats!” said Aaron. “What did you do that for?” 

“To prove to you that I’m real and alive and sitting here. Why do you keep 
thinking I’m a dream? Have you been having the dream too? The one where 
we are together again, and I show you magic?” 

“No, Aaron said too quickly. “I have forgotten all about you. You are dead. 
We don’t remember the dead? 

Alex stared into Aaron's eyes. “I’m not dead. And I am happy, for the first 
time in my life. You have no idea how happy you can be if you just come with 
me.’ 

“I dont want to be happy. Happy causes infractions. I want to be 
intelligent and strong. And I am. I am Wanted, assistant secretary to the High 


Priest Justine! Now, get off my bed, Unwanted’? 

“In Artimé there are no laws like in Quill. No infractions. And there, 
everybody has skills and talent. Everyone. You would too!” Alex felt the tears 
coming back again, and this time he cried openly, shoving the tears off his face 
as fast as they fell. “Quill is an evil place, Aaron. The High Priest Justine and 
the governors are telling you lies! And soon you will be killed, and I will be so 
sad.’ Alex leaned over and hugged his brother's stiff body. “I know you don't 
understand yet. But I’m already so sad for you.’ He stood up. “Will Blair is 
coming. He'll enter Quill and kill you. The only warning you have is mine. 
Please, Aaron. Please come” 

Aaron sat up and shook his head. “No. Now go’ 

Finally, dejected, Alex convinced himself he would get nowhere with 
Aaron, so he turned to leave. Aaron got out of bed and stood. “Why should I 
believe you?” he asked, his voice dull and even. “And where did that extra door 
come from?” he muttered, rubbing his eyes now. 

Alex turned back to face his brother, memories flooding back to his mind. 
The tears poured freely down his face now, but he was not ashamed. He was 
proud. Proud to live in a world where people could express their feelings. 
“Why should you believe me?” he repeated. “Why should you believe me?” 
Alex’s voice turned raspy. “I should be the one to ask that of you, after all 
you've done—you reported Samheed, didn’t you?” 

Aaron's eyes flickered. 

Alex watched Aaron carefully. And for the first time in his life he saw the 
depth of the chilling hardness in Aaron's eyes. Alex broke into a cold sweat as 
new thoughts, new realizations surfaced. He whispered, “You reported me, 
too’ It was not a question. For Alex there was no question anymore. He stared 
at his brother, forcing Aaron to either hold his gaze or look away. 

Aaron's eyes filled with contempt. “Get out of my sight, you filthy, useless 
Unwanted’ He spat the words out like icicles. “I did my duty. You failed. I hold 
no blame for anyone else’s failures—not yours, not Samheed’s,, not that Ranger 
girl, and especially not the general's son. You are all deserving of your horrible 
fate” 

There was a terrible pause, the identical twins standing face-to-face in the 
tiny dormitory room, Aaron's jaw squared harshly, his nostrils flared, and his 


dark eyes as lifeless as marbles, while his mirror image absorbed the insults, his 
deep chocolate eyes changing from anger, to hurt, to pity. 

Alex spoke quietly. “You're right about one thing. We are all deserving. 
Thank you,’ he said. “You did us all a great favor’ 

And with that, Alex turned to the magical door and stumbled blindly 
through it, into the brightly lit office of Mr. Today, before the shuddering, 
angry sobs broke loose. 

And then large, warm arms enveloped him, the arms of the mage himself, 
who held Alex tightly and let him snivel on his robe and then patted his back, 
saying, “There, there, until Alex could stop sobbing long enough to speak. 

He looked at Mr. Today, all of the secrets of the past several months 
dancing around him, and he knew there was no way to lie around this mess. 

“Tm sorry, sit, Alex whispered. 

Mr. Today nodded. “I know, my boy. I know. Let's hear everything about it 
now, all right?” He patted a chair and urged Alex to sit, and then he moved 
behind the desk and sat as well. 

They stayed for a moment in contemplative silence. And then the 3-D 
door creaked open once again, and a disheveled, dark-haired boy with eyes as 
round as saucers peered into Mr. Today's office. 
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The Visitor 


Mz. Today and Alex looked up at the noise. “Good evening,’ Mr. Today said, 


standing up rather abruptly. He flicked his wrist, and the blackboards on the 
wall behind him went dead. “Do come in. Care for tea?” 

Aaron nearly turned around and slammed the door, but he hesitated, 
looking from his brother to the stranger with him. “Who are you?” he asked in 
a disdainful voice. 

“I am commonly known to the people of Quill as the Death Farmer,’ Mr. 
Today said. “And this is my office. Please,’ he urged again. “Come in’ 

“Yes? echoed Alex in a hollow voice. “Come in, Aaron. No one will harm 
you.’ 

“Why should I trust you?” Aaron’s eyes were slits. 

Alex looked away as his own eyes burned. After all I’ve done for you, you still 
will not trust me. He shook his head. “I'll get the tea? 

“Mind you, don't have it sent up through that tube, Mr. Today said lightly. 
“There's a kettle on the stove in the kitchenette’ 

Alex nodded and walked across the hallway to the small kitchen. He 
glanced at the tube in the corner of the room but stayed well away from it. By 
the time he returned to Mr. Today’s office with a tray, Aaron had stepped into 
the office, but he had kept the door ajar and his hand on the frame. He looked 
like he'd seen a ghost, and that was exactly how he felt, too. 

Mr. Today invited him to sit, but Aaron shook his head. 

“Well, then,’ Mr. Today said, taking over the conversation, for which Alex 
was very grateful. “I expect you want to know what this world is all about. The 
door onto which you are hanging for dear life is magical, as is this world you 
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have entered. As you can see, Mr. Today said as he poured tea and added 


several sugars to his own, “your brother Alex is not dead. He is very much 
alive, and quite happy, I presume. He misses you dreadfully. 

“Though, Mr. Today continued as an afterthought, “it appears to me 
you've been quite horrible to him at times. But we'll reserve judgment, won't 
we, Alex?” 

“Of course,’ Alex said softly. After nearly a year in Artimé, and facing his 
twin on Alex’s own turf, Alex felt self-conscious and could think of nothing 
more to say. He remembered his own immersion into this world, and was glad 
now for the fairly ordinary office environment Aaron was taking in. Perhaps 
this would help Aaron ease into it more slowly. 

Aaron glanced suspiciously from Mr. Today to Alex and back to Mr. 
Today again. “What do you want from me?” 

Mr. Today chuckled. “Good heavens, we want nothing that you have, 
Aaron. But I suppose we could offer you sanctuary, so to speak. A new life, if 
you want it?’ 

Alex added, “And safety from Will Blair, who wants to kill you? He 
glanced at Mr. Today, who raised an eyebrow at Alex. “It’s true, Mr. Today. I 
heard him talking. He and’—Alex hesitated, and then went on—“he and 
Samheed. They’re making a door too, like I did, and they’ve almost got it done. 
Will is going to use magic to look like Aaron and then kill Aaron and dispose 
of him so that no one knows what happened, and then he’s going to take 
Aaron's place. Though I’m not sure Samheed knew all that before today,’ he 
said. 

Mr. Today listened with interest and concern, and then looked back at 
Aaron and shrugged. “Sounds horrifying. Td listen to your brother, if I were 
you, he said. “Additionally, I worry about you getting very uncomfortable 
standing there by that door forever. You won't get to see the grounds that way. 
Plus, Will Blair will find you easily enough if we leave that door up’ 

Aaron shook his head. “I can’t even understand what you are saying’ 

Alex, in spite of the dire situation, could not hide the small smile that 
tugged at the corner of his mouth. “T know how you feel, Aaron. None of us 
could understand a thing until we saw it for ourselves’ 

“None of you could?” Aaron asked. “How many of you are there?” 

Alex glanced at Mr. Today, wondering how much information he should 
give to Aaron. Mr. Today nodded and smiled. ‘Tm not fond of secrets. You 


may tell him everything you wish to, Alex’ 

Alex took a deep breath. “I don’t know where to start” He sighed and 
looked into his brother's eyes, searching for anything but the cold hardness 
that had filled them only moments before. “We are the Unwanteds,’ he began. 
“Hundreds of us. And this is the magical world called Artimé’ 


Aaron the Wanted could hardly believe his eyes or ears. Every moment he 
stood there, he felt more and more overwhelmed. This office was far more 
beautiful than even the High Priest Justine’s. Everything looked shiny and new. 
Magic? Spells and art and all sorts of other words Aaron had never heard 
before? His brother certainly seemed convinced about the Will Blair 
character, and the old man seemed to believe him, but Aaron wasn’t buying it. 
Still, he wondered if all of this could be true. And slowly he realized that if it 
were true, if all the Unwanteds were truly here, and he had been the one to 
discover them, he would be greatly rewarded by the High Priest Justine. 

It all was too crazy to be true. 

It was likely the craziest dream hed ever had. 

And he didn't like it one bit. These dreams were getting way out of control. 
After what felt like an hour or more, Aaron grew tired of standing by the 
doorway. 

“Come on, Aaron, let me show you Mr. Today’s mansion,’ Alex said. 

Aaron looked at his brother and felt a small blip of something deep inside, 
but within a moment it was gone. “No. I’ve got an early appointment at the 
palace,’ he said brusquely. 

Alex gripped the edge of the desk. “What?” 

“I follow the law, and I do my duties. You'll never learn that, will you?” 

“But—but—, Alex sputtered. “But you should stay here! You'll be safe 
here. Don't you understand what were trying to tell you?” 

Aaron stared at Alex, and the identical twins stood motionless, facing each 
other. Finally Aaron spoke. “I have never understood you, and I never will. 
Please leave me alone’ 

And with that, Aaron swiveled around and pushed open the 3-D door, 
stumbled a bit on the unnatural threshold that was made by the painting not 
quite reaching the floor, and slammed the door behind him. 

Alex smashed his hand down on Mr. Today’s desk. “No!” 





Broken Ties 


Im sorry, sir. I—I made such a mess of everything, Alex said as he dropped 


into a chair. Mr. Today snapped his wrist again, and the scenes reappeared on 
the black- boards behind his desk. They watched Aaron shake his head and flip 
the light out on the blackboard that showed his room. 

The old man sat behind the desk and pressed a finger to his lips, looking 
disappointed and perhaps angry, but saying nothing, as if he were waiting to 
hear more. 

“I mean ... what was I thinking? I’ve ruined everything’ A look of pure 
agony washed over Alex’s face as he realized the extent of the trouble he had 
created. “Oh; he groaned, “I should have talked to you, or Ms. Octavia, or 
someone. But I was so sure I could convince him to come, and that would be 
that, you know? Quill would wonder where he went, but they'd never guess... 
Then I just found out tonight what Will was planning to do, and, well, I went 
a little crazy. I had to beat him to Aaron, and I didn’t think ... I didn’t think it 
through. I mean, he’s close, Mr. Today—really close” He rubbed his temples 
and let his head sink back in the chair. “And I know I shouldn't have done it. I 
just was so sure. I mean, we're twins! I know him. Or at least ... I thought I 
did. I really thought I had him there. For a split second there was just a flicker 
of something—like he wanted to believe me. But back when I was in his room, 
he said—he said—” Alex relayed the entire conversation, starting from the 
beginning. 

Mr. Today just listened and waited for Alex to finish. The look on his face 
changed as the story came out. 

“And you know what?” Alex asked. “He’s right. He did his duty to Quill, 
and I failed. And now I failed to do my duty for you, too” Alex slumped back 
in his chair, miserable. 

They sat in silence for a moment. 

“Are you quite finished?” Mr. Today asked kindly. “I don't wish to 
interrupt until you've gotten it all out. Every last nasty bit? 

Alex looked up. “He reported me. It was him, way back when we were 
nine. He was already turning people in back then. Not just me. Meghan, 


Samheed, and Will Blair, too. I never knew anything could hurt like this” 

Mr. Today nodded. “I know. You weren't the only ones. He turned in a 
great deal more than that.’ 

“He did?” 

“Yes. Every year before the Purge I meet with Justine and go over the 
reports. Aaron has had his sights set on the palace for some time now’ 

Alex shook his head sadly. “All this time,’ he said. “I had no idea. Why 
didn't you tell me?” 

“Because its hurtful. And you wouldn't have believed me. I guess you 
needed to see it for yourself?” Mr. Today sighed. “And once I saw the door and 
figured out what had happened, I, too, hoped you might have been able to 
change his mind. Alas” Then his face brightened a little. “I’m glad to have you 
here, though. Aren't you glad to be here?” 

“Yes, said Alex. “But it still just kills me—how could he be so horrible? 
How could he be so evil without me knowing it? He was my closest ... my 
closest everything! And I feel so stupid. I should have known, back in the mud. 
... He sighed. “And what happens now?” His voice grew fearful. 

“We'll never know until it happens,’ Mr. Today said. “But it’s likely that 
Aaron will report having seen you, even though he promised he wouldn't. And 
it’s likely that Will Blair will succeed eventually in getting his door finished. 
Which one of them acts first ... only time will tell” 

“Tm really sorry.’ 

“Come now, Alex. Lets be done with the apologies” Mr. Today said. “Let 
me tell you, my boy. I admit to holding out the slightest hope for the twin 
connection in getting him to stay here, once he walked in the door. I’ve 
witnessed that power before. But I should have known better...” Mr. Today 
trailed off, deep in thought, and it was quiet in the room for several minutes. 

Alex, who was completely spent, drifted off to sleep in the chair during the 
silence, but he startled awake when he heard a growl at the door. Standing 
there was a most enormous gray wolf. 

“Hello, Marcus. Claire said you wanted to see me?” The wolf's gravelly 
voice was as deep as a bassoon. 

Mr. Today rose to his feet and smiled warmly. “Gunnar. How good of you 
to come. I’m sure you recognize Alex Stowe. Alex, this is Gunnar. You may 
have seen him a time or two on your treks through the jungle’ 


“I—yes, Alex said, remembering. He was a bit nervous having the wolf so 
close, but he swallowed his fear and said, his voice shaking only a little, “It’s 
nice to meet you.’ 

The wolf nodded politely. “Marcus, is everything all right with ... the 
children?” The wolf's bright blue eyes shifted toward Alex briefly, and he left 
the rest of his question unasked. 

Mr. Today looked puzzled, and then his face brightened. “Oh! Oh, yes, 
quite fine. No, I wanted to speak with you about matters of Quill, which 
continue to change by the minute. Aaron Stowe knows of our existence now. 
Do what you can to keep him in sight. I fear he'll share the knowledge with 
Justine within days, if not immediately’ 

The great wolf nodded. Alex lowered his head, feeling fully responsible for 
it. 

“And a favor, if I may, Mr. Today said. 

“Of course? 

“I think you should alert the jungle creatures to whats happening. If we 
should come to war, I will surely offer my protection for those that wish it. But 
if any feel inclined to fight with us ..” Mr. Today’s voice was humble. “I would 
be grateful for their help if it comes to that. Would you let them know?” 

The wolf regarded Mr. Today thoughtfully. “It would be better, I think,’ he 
said carefully, “for them to hear it from one of their own, rather than from me” 

Mr. Today tapped his lips. “So it would, he murmured. ‘TIl speak to Arija” 
He roused himself briskly and nodded, then pulled the 3-D painting from the 
wall. He rolled it up swiftly and touched one end, and an iron band with a lock 
grew around it, holding it firmly closed. Mr. Today put it in a cupboard near 
the door and locked that as well. Alex knew it was for the best, but it was hard 
to see all those hours of work get locked up in a cupboard. 

“You should probably do that immediately,’ the wolf said. He glanced out 
the big picture window in the lounge just outside Mr. Today’s office. 

Alex followed his gaze and saw it was nearly dawn. He yawned despite his 
best intentions, but it had been a long and sleepless night. 

“Very well, Mr. Today said. “Alex, perhaps youd like to catch a few hours 
of sleep before training begins?” 

Alex jumped. “Oh—yeah, of course? 

“I must go as well” Gunnar said. 


Mr. Today smiled and followed the two into the hallway. Gunnar kept 
walking across the lounge, past the small kitchen, and into the room where all 
sorts of monitors and gadgets whirred softly. He hoisted himself on his hind 
legs and stood in the tube in the corner. 

“Take care, Gunnar, Mr. Today said. 

“You also” Gunnar’s body shimmered and blurred before it disappeared. 

Alex blinked and rubbed his eyes, not quite sure what he had just seen. 
“There's a tube to the jungle?” 

Mr. Today put his hand on the boy’s shoulder as they walked down the 
hall toward the balcony. “No; he said. “That tube is quite different from any 
other. Please don't ever use it. It goes places you wouldn't want to go” He 
turned around, pointed to the ceiling, and murmured, “Glass” Liquid glass 
shimmered down and froze into place, sealing the area. 

“Mr. Today, Alex said, “why don't you protect your office more carefully? 
I ... I could still see the blackboards when the glass was in place. And 
sometimes the glass isn’t up at all, you know’ 

“I know. I’m growing forgetful” The mage sighed. “Alex, I have nothing to 
hide. I am the same as anyone here. I hold few secrets, and those that need 
protecting are personal and I keep them inside me, where no one can get to 
them—just like everyone does.’ He chuckled softly. “I hesitated to put up the 
glass shield at all, but my most trusted friends overruled me. The glass isn’t 
there to protect my office. It’s there to protect the most creative students, like 
you and others, who are able to see this hallway. And to give me a little peace 
and quiet. My sleeping quarters are connected to my office, you know. That’s 
how I heard you when you went through the magical door.’ 

Alex’s eyes widened. He shook his head, amazed, puzzled, not at all sure 
what to say. And since he was sleep-deprived after the emotional, eventful 
night, his thoughts were completely jumbled. 

They stepped out on the balcony, and Alex turned to go down the boys’ 
hallway to his room. “I have so many questions.’ 

Mr. Today smiled warmly. “I have answers. But for now, he said, “you and 
I will be better off getting some sleep.’ 

Alex nodded and stumbled down the hall and into his room. “Hey, Clive, 
you ol’ curmudgeon, you,’ he grumbled. “Wake me up in time for breakfast? 

Clive surfaced and glared. “You look like crud’ 


“Your mom looks like crud’ 
Clive’s gleaming nostrils flared. He melted back into the blackboard 
without another word. 


The Quillitary 


Aaron Stowe tossed and turned on his cot, falling into fits of battered sleep. 


When the gray morning light pressed into his dormitory room, he gave up rest 
and glanced at the wall. There was only one door there. Surely it had been a 
nightmare. He began his morning ritual, as always. 

Since water was scarce in the desertlike land of Quill, and most of the 
supply was needed for the crops and cattle, each student of the university was 
given a pail of water every week for washing up. It felt like a bonus to most 
students, since households in the quadrants were given two pails of water for 
the entire family, no matter the size. Aaron secretly felt annoyed, because that 
meant that some of the child-bearers who had failed by producing two 
Unwanteds fared the same as he, once their children had been disposed of. 

But today his mind was on other things. Methodically Aaron wet his 
washcloth in the tepid water, being sure to squeeze the excess out of it 
carefully, and wiped his face. With a finger he brushed the bit of fuzz above his 
lip that seemed to be growing these past few weeks as he neared his fourteenth 
year. He was certain that it was his facial hair coming in, and he wondered 
what it looked like. He wondered if it looked like Alex's. 

As he washed, he tried to clear his mind of the events of the previous 
night. He had convinced himself by now that Alex was indeed a dream, but he 
was terribly concerned about how weak his abilities were to control these 
dreams, which grew more intense each day. He ran the washcloth over his 
chest and arms, and nearly yelped when he pressed on the tender spot on his 
shoulder where his dream brother had hit him. “What in Quill ...?” he 
murmured, massaging it. “Great cats! That smarts.’ His dream was all too real, 
yet all too impossible. “Tt didn’t happen,’ he told himself firmly. 

Once dressed, he sat in a chair and waited until it was time to go to 
breakfast. He stared blankly at the door for nearly an hour, for he had gotten 
up early. He tried to think about his next project that the High Priest Justine 
had given him—perfecting the Quillitary vehicle operations. Today he would 


visit the Quillitary base for a tour, and hed learn from the officers how the 
vehicles ran. From there hed take the information and develop a plan. 
Hopefully, it would be a plan that pleased the high priest. This was his best 
chance at remaining in his high position as assistant secretary and moving up 
to secretary in a few months when the old maid had been disposed of. 

Aaron knew that solidifying his post in the palace was crucial to his 
advancement. The current secretary to the high priest was an ancient woman, 
older than the high priest herself. Soon shed be sent on to the Ancients Sector 
of Quill, as her sight was failing. Once there shed never be seen again. Well— 
not by Wanteds, anyway. It was the job of the Necessaries to tend to the 
Ancients, put them to sleep, and bury them. Aaron had learned all about the 
burying part because his father was a burier. 

Burying. Aaron shuddered. His thoughts had turned back to Alex and the 
day they'd made houses in the mud. Aaron admitted to himself that he hadn't 
actually “seen” a house in the random markings in the mud. At the time he had 
wanted to see what Alex saw. But thinking back on it, he was glad that he 
didn't. 

Alex. Aaron shook his head violently. “Stop; he said to himself. “Or TII be 
forced to report you.’ 

Aarons thoughts turned again to his own advancement. Once the 
secretary was banished to the Ancients Sector, Aaron would be on an equal 
level with five of the six governors. There were only two people in Quill who 
stood in his way from that point. One was the High Priest Justine herself, who 
at seventy years old was not presumed to live more than five or ten years. 
Aaron wasn't worried about her standing in his way when the time came, and 
she had no heirs. But the second obstacle would be infinitely more difficult. He 
was the senior governor, second in command. The man watched Aaron like a 
dog watches a gopher hole. Almost like he knew Aaron was hot on his heels, 
ready to overthrow Senior Governor Haluki and become the next High Priest 
of Quill. Almost like he knew that Aaron would stop at nothing to succeed. 

A harsh clanging of metal on metal sounded outside his door. Aaron 
breathed a sigh of relief, got up, and strode to the doorway. When he opened 
the door, and indeed as all the other doors of the hall opened simultaneously, a 
flash of something silvery bright caught his eye on the floor of his room next to 
the door. It was a thin piece of metal twisted into an odd shape. But this one 


wasn't brown, like all the rusty metal Aaron had ever seen. This was gleaming 
silver, a color Aaron had never before laid eyes on, except in the dream the 
previous night. 

Swiftly, he reached down and picked it up. He put it in his pocket to study 
later in private, and stepped into the line of students that would take him to 
the cafeteria for breakfast. 

At eight oclock Aaron slipped out of the university and into the awaiting 
vehicle that would take him to the Quillitary base for his tour. In the front 
seat, next to the driver, was Governor Haluki; in the back with Aaron, 
Governor Strang. 

“Good day, Governors.’ 

“Well met, Aaron,’ they intoned. 

Now that he had an official title tied to the high priest, it bothered Aaron 
that they continued to call him by his first name as if he were a child. But he 
said nothing, and instead turned his attention to the driver, a Quillitary 
lieutenant. “Driver, he said curtly as the vehicle chugged and squealed along 
the road. 

“Yes, sir, Assistant Secretary Stowe, sir!” 

That made up for the previous. “What is your top speed?” Aaron asked. 

“Twenty-five posts, sir’ 

“Sustainable?” 

“Not hardly, sir” 

“How long?” 

“Td say thirty minutes.’ 

“Youd say?” Aaron sneered. 

“Thirty minutes, sir!” 

“What happens at thirty-one?” 

“Engine locks up, Mr. Stowe. You hear the squealing now? Needs water 
and grease. Soon as we arrive, I'll rejuice so I can make it back.’ 

Aaron's brow furrowed. “Water? What's the water allotment for the base? 
Gentlemen?” 

Governor Strang spoke. “We've just increased it to thirty barrels’ 

“A week?” 


“Thirty barrels, Strang repeated, “a day.’ 


Aaron sat back in the seat. “Thank you, gentlemen,’ he said evenly, even 
though Senior Governor Haluki hadnt contributed a word, and even 
appeared to be nodding off in the front seat. 

Thirty barrels a day. Aaron looked out his window, up through the barbed- 
wire defense ceiling, and scanned the sky for rain clouds. Seeing none, he 
feared for the life of his first project, the Favored Farm. With water this scarce 
and the Quillitary vehicles sucking up a ridiculous amount, something had to 
be done. 


Haluki, Strang, and Aaron toured the Quillitary base, walking past new 
Wanted soldiers practicing the traditional Quillitary death chants that would 
be used in battle should Quill ever come under attack. But Aaron’s focus was 
on transportation today. He absorbed everything he saw and heard regarding 
the vehicles. Then the three returned to the vehicle for the short ride to the 
palace to meet with the High Priest Justine. The car creaked and strained its 
way up the hill, and Aaron, now feeling the exhaustion from too few hours of 
sleep the night before, let his thoughts wander once again to the strange 
episode during the night. It felt distant now, but something tugged at Aaron's 
mind. How could it be possible that behind that great fence was an entire 
world full of Unwanteds? Aaron couldn't fathom it. There was no way they 
would fit, for one thing—not according to the accounts hed overheard from 
the governors’ inspection about the small plot of land. And where would they 
hide? It was ridiculous. There was nothing but a building, some weeds, and a 
—a lake. A Great Lake of Boiling Oil. 

Aaron closed his eyes for a moment, telling himself to stop all thoughts of 
Alex forever before he did something to jeopardize his standing with the high 
priest. Even so, he fingered the thin piece of metal in his pocket through the 
fabric of his trousers, wondering where else something like that could have 
possibly come from. 

Finally the driver pulled the vehicle up to the palace. After the customary 
passwords and formal greetings with the high priest, the four sat in the 
conference room. 

Senior Governor Haluki began the briefing, updating the high priest with 
a status report from General Blair. Strang continued, speaking of their tour, 


and then the three turned to Aaron. “And what are your findings?” Justine 
asked. 

Throughout the briefing, something had niggled at the edge of Aaron's 
thoughts. He struggled to come up with something brilliant to say, but he was 
afraid that his comments would disappoint. He knew this was important. He 
knew this could prove that his first idea, the Favored Farm, was not a fluke. 
This could prove his brilliance. And perhaps, just perhaps, it might answer the 
burning question that had been plaguing him for months. 

The high priest waited patiently for Aaron to answer. 

Haluld and Strang eyed him carefully. 

Aaron straightened his already extreme posture to a state of rigid. “If it 
pleases the high priest, I wish to offer a solution to the growing problem, not 
only of the poor quality of the Quillitary vehicles, for indeed they are in a 
sorry state. But also a solution that will ease Quill’s looming water shortage.’ 

Justine’s gaze didn’t waver. “Proceed; she said. 

Aaron nodded. “T believe there is a method that, to my limited knowledge,’ 
he said humbly, “we have not explored. Perhaps you will consider it worthy’ 
Aaron took a breath, knowing he couldn't stall much longer without actually 
making his suggestion, yet still trying desperately in his mind to figure out 
exactly how it would work. 

Haluki, who sat opposite Aaron, shifted in his chair, his narrowed eyes not 
leaving the boy’s face. 

Strang nodded encouragingly, for he had an appreciation for the boy’s 
mind. 

The High Priest Justines mouth twitched, as if she were growing 
impatient. “Out with it, then’ 

Aaron nodded again and pressed his lips together. “Very well,’ he said, his 
esophagus feeling tight enough to stop his breath. “I believe the solution to 
making the vehicles run more efficiently, and to freeing up the thirty barrels of 
water used by the Quillitary base each day, is ...” Aaron swallowed, and 
continued. “The Great Lake of Boiling Oil’ 

The High Priest Justine knitted her brows, the look on her face growing 
even more intense. “And?” she prompted sharply. 

“And ...” Aaron's voice cracked, making him cringe and clear his throat. 
“And; he continued, “therefore, as I have never seen the Great Lake of Boiling 


Oil, Td like your permission to pay a visit to the Death Farm so I might gather 
a sample for study and testing” 

Haluki’s eyes flickered for an instant before they returned to their cold 
steel-blue color. He shifted in his chair as the high priest and Strang grew 
thoughtful. 

“No. It’s out of the question,’ Haluki said. 

The high priest offered Haluki a rare look of disdain. “What?” she said, her 
voice raised slightly as fire rose in her eyes. 

“Its contaminated,’ Haluki said forcefully. “Polluted. Perhaps you've 
forgotten what goes in there’ 

Aaron and the young Governor Strang exchanged an uncomfortable look. 

The high priest glared at Haluk. “I'll thank you to leave that decision up to 
me. She turned to the palace guards at the door. “Guards! Fetch a vehicle 
immediately, suitably large enough for the four of us? 

Aaron's stomach flipped. 

Haluki hesitated, and then stood abruptly and made for the door. “Make 
that three. I’ve another appointment. Good day, madam’ 

The three remaining at the table watched him go, and then looked at each 
other, none of them bothering to hide the shock on their faces at this strange 
behavior. Finally the high priest had the wherewithal to call out, “Oh, for 
Quill’s sake, Haluki. Come back here immediately!” 

But the man was already gone. 


Visitors 


F 


Ånd so it was that while Mr. Today was holding a meeting on the lawn to 


give the most recent developments to all humans, statues, and domesticated 
creatures, and while Arija called to order a similar meeting of all the wild 
creatures in the jungle, the squeaky Quillitary vehicle containing the High 
Priest Justine, Governor Strang, and Assistant Secretary Stowe came to a stop 
outside the vast iron gate. And because no one had ever come through the gate 
without six months’ notice, and because only one person in all of Quill had a 
key to the gate, and because the remaining three girrinos had trickled to the 
fringe of the crowd on the lawn so that they could hear just a little more 
clearly, there was no one there to notice it. 

Except for Simber, whose keen senses were the best of anyone’s. But by the 
time the great winged cheetah had bounded over a row of Artiméans and 
thundered toward the gate, growling out a warning to Mr. Today that set the 
entire land of Artimé on their feet and reaching into their component vests 
for their magical weapons, it was too late. The gate was swinging open. 

A look passed between the great old mage and the stately cheetah; it was a 
look only two friends who have known each other for many, many years could 
understand. So while Mr. Today held up his hand to silence the Artiméans, 
the stone cheetah stood solid, his enormous wings outstretched to their full 
span of twenty feet or more, and acted as a shield between the visitors and the 
crowd to keep the enthusiastic folk from descending on the three Quillens like 
a thousand Unwanted ghosts on the Eliminator. 

And just as the three stepped around the iron door, an enormous gray wolf 
burst from the seaside entrance of the mansion and bounded toward Mr. 
Today, until he saw that he was already too late. But he was hardly noticed, 
since all eyes strained to see around or above or below the great expanse of 
Simber’s wings. 


With a soft word and a gentle hand, Mr. Today motioned to the enormous 
crowd to be seated, and because they trusted him, they did so, most of them 
realizing, after thinking about it for a moment, that the visitors would be so 
overwhelmed at the sight of Artimé that they would likely need no 
containment. 

But Alex didn't notice everyone sitting. He didn't notice Lani tugging at 
his hand, and he didn’t notice that when she was unable to pull him down, she 
stood back up and simply held his arm, and he didn’t notice Mr. Today 
offering a slight nod of approval to Lani before he turned and walked slowly 
across the lawn to approach the guests. Alex merely stood and stared. And as 
he stood there, he thought that he should be feeling all sorts of emotional 
somethings inside his heart and his gut. But all he felt was a chilled emptiness, 
as if by their entrance, by their mere presence, the three Quillens had sucked 
all the emotion from the entire place into their cold veins and it had stuck and 
frozen there. Alex stared into his brother's eyes and watched Aaron stare 
back, until Aaron could not help but look away. 


» Dy «a « 


By this time Claire Morning had weaved her way through the maze of 
Artiméans, and she walked in step with Mr. Today. Florence joined Simber 
and stood with her back to him, facing the crowd and training her eye on 
Samheed, who looked like he wanted to disappear, and on Will Blair, who 
looked beyond eager to stand face-to-face with Aaron Stowe and blast him to 
tiny bits. But even Will saw that he would not win this challenge. Not now. He 
would have to save his venom for a new day, which now seemed nearer than 
ever. 


Of the three it was Strang who was most shocked. But to say that the High 
Priest Justine and Aaron were not flabbergasted would be a fantastic lie, 
because they were quite beyond their capacities to speak. Their glances darted 
from the army of Unwanteds and strange creatures before them to the 
enormous mansion, to the sparkling blue-green sea, to the lush landscape and 
the forest in the distance. 


The High Priest Justine, her eyes shooting fiery bits of anger and betrayal 
after the initial shock of it all, drew herself up to her full height and pressed 
her thin lips together so tightly that they seemed to be a single white line 
painted on her rigid face. 

Governor Strang looked as if he might pass out at the sight of Simber, 
whose keen eyes moved from one Quillen to the next, and whose body was 
tensed and ready to strike should the need arise. 

And Aaron Stowe stared and stared, and inched backward, as all his 
nightmares came true before his very eyes. Simber caught the boy’s eye and 
growled such a deep, low warning that it sounded more like a roll of thunder 
from somewhere beyond the border wall. Aaron stopped his inching and 
stood still as a—well, still as a statue. Mr. Today, with Claire at his side, 
approached the visitors. 

“Greetings, Justine,’ said Mr. Today. He stood equally as tall but scores less 
rigid than the ruler of Quill. “Hello again, Aaron’ 

Aaron's face grew pale. 

Justine’s eyes flashed surprise as she glanced at Aaron, and then she turned 
her fury back on Mr. Today. Her voice, dripping with contempt, hissed, 
“Marcus” 

And while Marcus Today had been preparing himself for this moment for 
many years, it felt surreal. It felt beyond even the mages own ability to 
imagine. It felt almost, not quite but nearly, pleasant—to finally be at this spot 
so that he could soon put it behind him. And while he was a gracious man, he 
knew that now was not the time to say another word. 

The High Priest Justine stood just as still, and the two faced each other for 
several long, uncomfortable seconds, both their minds whirring, deciding how 
best to continue this conversation in the presence of the menagerie. 

It was Justine who, by necessity as the time ticked, made the first move. 
She knew Marcus would take it as a sign of weakness, yet she saw no other 
way around it other than to stand there until the end of time. And in the 
fashion of rulers throughout history, she said in a deathly voice, “I request a 
meeting in private.’ 

Mr. Today nodded curtly. “That can be arranged.’ 

“At the palace. Eight o'clock? 

“Dont be ridiculous’ 


Justine’s face flushed hotly, but she kept her voice even. “I beg your 
pardon?” 

“Here and now will do” The old mage turned to Simber. “Clear the lawn, 
please. Everyone inside so that I might have a word with the high priest and 
her comrades alone” 

Claire glanced at Mr. Today, concerned. He nodded. She hesitated, and 
then left him alone with the three Quillens and began helping Simber funnel 
the Unwanteds into the mansion. 

Within minutes nearly all of the Artiméans had streamed inside. Alex 
paused to cast one last cool glance at his brother. They locked eyes for a 
moment; volumes of things unsaid passed between them. For the first time 
since the incident in the mud Alex sensed his brother's true fear. 

“Alex; Simber growled softly. 

Alex broke the stare and slowly rounded the corner of the mansion along 
with the dregs of the crowd, in step with Ms. Morning, as Simber waited 
patiently and then followed them inside. 


Alex found his friends in the lounge, where hushed conversations had taken 
the place of the usual music and laughter. He slumped down on the couch next 
to Meghan, feeling like all the wind had been knocked out of him. He buried 
his head in his hands, rubbed the guilt from his eyes, and then looked up and 
started telling Meghan and Lani the story. Soon Sean joined them, and then 
Samheed approached and sat down tentatively, exchanging a glance with Alex. 
Alex shrugged and nodded. It didn’t matter now what Samheed knew, or what 
he could do. Artimé was exposed, and it was Alex’s fault. And then he shared 
what had happened the night before, from the archives floor of the library to 
the 3-D door to the wolf—except that instead of Will Blair, Alex said 
“someone. He wasn't sure why, only that he thought that it might cause more 
problems if word got out. 

“Maybe they won't want to fight,’ Lani said when Alex had finished. 

“Are you stupid?” Samheed said. He looked uncharacteristically anxious, 
and kept glancing at Alex, wondering if Alex had turned him in but not 
daring to ask in front of everyone. “Can you imagine how furious the high 
priest must be, knowing that Mr. Today has betrayed her all these years? She’s 


got to feel like the biggest fool ever. If she doesn’t want to fight and word of us 
gets out to the Quillitary, they'll take her down and come after us!” 

Sean nodded. “No doubt; he said. 

Meghan chewed her fingernail. “I hope Mr. Today is all right out there’ 

“Don't worry, Sean said. “There's nothing they can do to him. He could kill 
them all in an instant. They didn’t appear to have any weapons. But I am 
surprised Justine didn't arrive with her guards. She must have great confidence 
in Governor Strang and Aaron—or else she’s grown so confident in her power 
that she no longer feels she needs protection’ 

“That won't last long,’ Lani said. 

The five sat in silence, waiting for news. When Earl announced that 
everyone was to return to the lawn, they all jumped up anxiously and headed 
for the tubes. 





Exposed 


As the Unwanteds filed out to the lawn, one by one their faces reacted to the 


new scene in front of them. In place of the enormous iron gate was, well, 
nothing. Nothing but a gaping hole that exposed the most desolate part of 
Quill. Beside the hole stood three of the girrinos, peering curiously around the 
edge of the wall into Quill. Arija had gone back to the jungle to give an update. 

“Hideous view, isn’t it?” Mr. Today said when they had all come to order. 
‘As it turns out, Governor Strang had a bit of a dizzy spell, and when he 
fainted, he pushed the gate closed with his head. It locks upon latching, of 
course. Tch. Such a pity.” When the crowd offered quizzical looks, he 
explained. “There’s no other traditional way back into Quill. And with the 
only key to the gate in Justine’s hand and no way to get over the wall, they 
were stuck, which put them into a bit of a panic.” He chuckled quietly at the 
memory and went on. “So I gave Justine three options: to stay here forever, to 
be eliminated, or to go back to Quill through magical means. And, as I didn't 
think Strang’s gentle heart would be able to handle the magical means I 
intended to use on him, I decided instead to use magic to remove the gate 
entirely and allow them out that way.’ 

“But—but—” Several voices sputtered and erupted into a melee of 
questions. “Aren't you going to put it back?” “Can they come in here?” 

Mr. Today held up his hands for silence. “I understand your concerns. Yes, 
they can see in, just as we can see out.’ After the next round of murmurs Mr. 
Today nodded seriously. “And yes. You may come and go as you please, now, 
just as the people of Quill will be able to enter and leave here. Though I doubt 
we ll see anyone but the Quillitary coming in. The Necessaries won't even be 
told about it, I’m sure” 


This brought an outcry, and several Unwanteds jumped to their feet in 
protest. Patiently Mr. Today waited for silence, and then he waited a moment 
longer, as if the decision had weighed heavily on his mind. Finally he spoke. 

“Friends. Hear me out, won't you?” He paused, gathered his words, and 
went on. “Now that we have been discovered, I loathe the idea of continuing 
to hide Artimé. Be assured that the Quillitary is finding out about us right 
now, and they will soon be on their way to attack. They wanted all of you dead 
once, remember? Now they want me dead most of all. Do you think they will 
simply say, “What? You've been tricking us all these years? Oh, that’s all right; 
and leave us be?” He shook his head. “No, and I’ve never led you to believe 
that. This is the big opportunity they have been saving all their rage for. The 
removal of the gate gives us, the people of Artimé, more options. It allows for 
easy exit. And it allows us to see them coming’ 

A question came from the front of the crowd. “But—why not just seal us 
off completely from them rather than making us more vulnerable?” 

Mr. Today smiled grimly, and then he turned and gazed over the beautiful 
blue-green sea. “They can reach us from the sea if they wish to—if Justine 
thinks of it. And she will, if it comes to that. Do you really want walls all the 
way around us, now that they know? Are we so afraid?” he asked, turning 
back to face them. “Just like Quill?” He waited to see if anyone would speak, 
and when no one did, he continued. 

“Td rather die fighting to keep us free to do as we wish, fighting to be free 
to come and go as we please, fighting so we no longer need to hide. Fighting the 
fear that all of you were programmed since birth to have. Fighting against 
Quills bigotry, which says brains and brawn are better, or more important, 
than creativity. And now, with luck, we may have a chance. A chance to prove 
ourselves.” 

The crowd remained hushed. 

“You will all be faced with two options: Fight or provide. For those of you 
who need or desire protection, or have medical skills, you will find protection 
and provisions in the mansion. Parents and families—I trust you will make 
your own decisions on whether to protect your children or fight. Both are 
noble deeds, and you must decide for yourselves what is best. Those who 
remain under protection will be able to assist with our soldiers through 


various ways: aiding the wounded, providing nourishment for those who fight, 
and caring for our youngest ones who need assistance. 

“Most of the rest of you will likely choose to fight together to save Artimé’ 
Mr. Today’s eyes traveled to the very back of the crowd and alighted on Will 
Blair, who squirmed uncomfortably, and then the mage looked at Samheed, 
who looked at the ground. “I need not remind any of you that if you choose to 
enter Quill without the benefit of an organized team, you are taking your life 
into your own hands’ 

Mr. Today looked at Claire and nodded to her. “Ms. Morning is your 
commander in chief. You have done your drills. Keep your wits about you— 
you are far cleverer than they! Use your imaginations to your advantage. And 
please, though you owe me nothing, I ask a favor’ He leaned forward in 
earnest. “Do not strike first. If there is to be a battle, let it be they who start it. 
As I often say, we do not know what will happen until it happens. Perhaps, by 
some miracle, they will choose—” Mr. Today stopped abruptly as Jim the 
winged tortoise flew in from the direction of the jungle and landed at his feet. 
The man bent down, and Jim whispered something in his ear, while the crowd 
inched forward, curious. It took a very long time for him to pass along the 
information, but no one expected other wise where Jim was concerned. Will 
Blair took the tortoise distraction as an opportunity to make himself invisible 
and slip away. 

After a long moment Mr. Today stood upright. “Thank you, Jim, that’s 
perfect” He spoke again to the crowd on the lawn. “Our friends of the jungle 
have agreed to stand with us and fight. They, along with the statues, will help 
protect the mansion at night so that we might rest in safety, should the battle 
tarry on” He took a deep breath and smiled encouragingly at his beloved 
Unwanteds. “Any questions?” 

Lani raised her hand. “How will we know when they are coming ... and 
then what do we do?” 

Mr. Today smiled warmly at the girl. “We have spies. Lookouts. They'll 
give us plenty of warning. You'll know almost immediately via your 
blackboards” The old man glanced at Alex and teased, “Everyone, please keep 
your blackboards on full volume’ 

Alex smiled weakly. He had nothing to worry about, since Clive no longer 
had a shush button. 


“When you receive your orders, follow them. It’s that simple. Have your 
component vests loaded and your weapons ready? 


As the crowd went back into the mansion to prepare, Mr. Today called out to 
Samheed. “A word, please,’ he said. 

Samheed grabbed Alex's arm. “Did you tell him about me?” His eyes were 
wild. 

“Yes, Alex answered truthfully. “But I said that you probably didn’t know 
what Will was really up to’ 

“I didn’t know,’ Samheed said. “You have to believe me. I thought we were 
just going to scare him. I didn’t know’ 

Alex pressed his lips together. “You'd better go” 

Samheed bit down on his bottom lip, his brow furled, and stared at Alex 
with an intensity Alex had never seen before. “Believe me? Samheed 
whispered. “I wouldn't do that to you” Then he released his grip and jogged 
slowly over to the mage. “Yes, sir?” 

“There are a few things we need to talk about, and some things for you to 
think about,’ Mr. Today said. He pulled him to a quiet spot on the lawn, and 
the two sat down together, Samheed staring at the grass nearly the entire time. 

When they had finished their conversation, Samheed walked slowly to the 
mansion, a stricken sort of look on his face, and went straight to his room. 

And Mr. Today scoured the mansion and grounds in search of Will Blair, 
alerting all of his contacts to watch out for the young man. But Will was 
nowhere to be found. 





Aaron 


Well, well, well, Aaron Stowe’ As they drove back to the palace, the High 


Priest Justine turned to eye the young man. “I understand you've met Marcus. 
How ... interesting?’ 

“High Priest Justine, I can explain—” 

“Then do it!” She didn’t raise her voice, yet the words boomed inside 
Aaron's head. 

Aaron sat on his hands so the high priest would not see them trembling. 
His voice cracked. “I—I—Last night, they came into my room. I mean, he did. 
Alex. My brother. I mean, the Unwanted. I thought it was a dream!” 

“And?” 

“And, they tried to convince me—” 

“They?” 

“Alex and that man with the hair—they ... they dragged me through the 
wall into the Death Farmer's office and told me they were trying to protect 
me. Aaron took a deep breath. “I escaped, thank Quill’ He nodded 
emphatically, as if to prove it to himself that he had done the right thing. 

The High Priest Justine’s lips were pinched so tightly that they carried a 
faint tinge of blue. Her voice was wickedly calm. “And you chose to lie to me, 
and bring me there under the guise of refining oil. So that we could declare 
quite openly to the entire pathetic place that we were dumbfounded to 
discover their existence.’ Her glare grew even sharper, and her voice lost some 
of its calm. “And I thought you were intelligent, Aaron Stowe. I really thought 
you were bright. But all you've done is succeed in making us look like idiots! 
We're fools!” She spat out the last word. Aaron shrank back in his seat. 

“I—I thought it was a dream, he whispered. “I’ve had some strange 
dreams lately—it was all too impossible. How could I have believed I could 
walk through a wall, and that my brother Alex was alive? Surely, Madam High 
Priest, surely you can understand...” 


“How dare you defy me! Dreams? Be silent!” 

Governor Strang, somewhat recovered from the shock of the world, 
remained still as he drove the Quillitary vehicle up the winding road to the 
palace. 

“Strang, the High Priest said, her voice sickly calm again, “gather all the 
governors—blast it, why did Haluki have to run off like that? I need him 
immediately, and the rest of you. General Blair, too. Can't you make this thing 
go any faster?” 

The boxy, rusted vehicle chugged and strained against the incline. “The 
pedal is to the floor. Nearly through it, Your Highness,’ Strang said. 

At the mention of General Blair, Aaron bit his lip and cleared his throat 
softly. “Madam High Priest, my Unwanted brother told me that the general's 
own Unwanted son was planning to kill me and take my place, using 
something called ‘magic.” He dared not say any more. 

The High Priest did not acknowledge Aaron, and he sank back into the 
seat again. 

Soon they had reached the palace. “Follow me,’ the High Priest Justine 
barked. Aaron hastened to keep up. 

“Dreams; she muttered. “Grounds for dismissal and death” 

Aaron's eyes opened wide with fear. He felt like he was going to throw up. 

“Guards!” The High Priest Justine’s shoes snapped and clicked on the stone 
floor of the palace. “Do not let this boy out of your sight,’ she said, sneering. “If 
he tries to run, kill him’ She turned abruptly into her office and slammed the 
door in Aarons face. 

Aaron stood there for a moment, his shoulders sagging with remorse, and 
then turned and sat down on the floor, covering his face in his hands. 


What Happens 


After midnight Will Blair, who had been hiding in the jungle, snuck back to 


the campus before his invisibility spell wore off and tubed his way secretly 
back to his room. He sent a message to Samheed and waited impatiently for 
his friend to answer his blackboard, but to no avail. Finally he gave up and 
decided to go it alone. Abandoning his 3-D door failure, and no longer needing 
it, he sat in his room, surrounded by sketches of Alex Stowe, as if in a creepy 
sort of shrine. He concentrated for a few minutes, breathed deeply, and 
crossed his fingers. With all his might he focused on theatrical thoughts of 
becoming his character, until his body and features transformed into the body 
of the person he'd been studying for nearly a year. Then he hoped against hope 
that he wouldnt bump into Alex on the way out of Artimé, because that 


would indeed ruin everything. 


He strolled down the steps in the same manner as Alex would stroll, and 
when he passed Florence and Simber, he nodded like Alex would nod. Simber 
growled, “Alex; and nodded in return. Will made his way to the gaping space 
in the wall and nodded to the girrinos there. Tina asked in a frightened voice, 
“Where are you going?” Will didn’t want to tell the nosy girrinos anything, so 
he simply waved and set out on his quest: to reach Wanted University before 
he was discovered. 

When Mr. Today got word that Alex (or someone looking suspiciously 
like him) had left Artimé, he whirled around to check the blackboards and 
then flew to the tube across from his office, shimmered, and disappeared. 

Hours later he returned, exhausted. And empty-handed. 


By morning there were two announcements written on the blackboards: First, 
the Quillitary, which had been preparing for this moment for so long, was 


already on the march. And second, Alex Stowe had gone into Quill during the 
night and never returned. 

Alex sputtered as he read the second. “What? Clive, is this your idea of a 
joke?” 

The board rippled in shiny black waves as Clive’s face pressed through. He 
smiled grimly. “It's tempting, but I didn't do it. I’ve already alerted Marcus 
that you are here. He mumbled something about Tina making the report 
down by the gate, and Will Blair using a disguise spell” 

Alex clapped his hands to his forehead. “Oh, no—Clive, you've got to send 
out a notice that it’s not true’? His stomach clenched, wondering if Will had 
already killed Aaron, but there was no time to think about it now. 

“On the way’ 


It popped up 


The previous message regarding Alex Stowe was inaccurate. Please 
disregard. 


Alex sighed in relief. “Thanks, Clive. Youre not half bad, you know that?” 

Clive smirked. “Well, I'd hate to have you go off to battle and get killed 
without me at least doing one decent thing for you. You know. Karma’ 

“Wow. How big of you’ 

“Read your instructions. You don’t have much time” Clive melted into the 
blackboard. “Don’t die? he called out as his face disappeared and the 
announcements appeared on the screen again. 

‘TIl try not to,’ Alex whispered. He pressed the first announcement and 
read: 


Alex Stowe, 


The Quillitary is on the march. Your breakfast has been tubed up to 
you. Please report to your squad on the lawn immediately. Your 
commander is Simber. He will have your orders. 


Thank you for your dedication and service to Artimé. You are a 
valuable part of our community. 


Marcus Today 


Alex picked up the tray of food from the tube and ate quickly, and then he 
washed and dressed. He grabbed his component vest, checked the bulging 
pockets for all his magical items, and slipped his arms through it. Ten minutes 
later he joined the throngs of Artiméans, easily found Simber, and stood near 
him. He felt a lot less scared knowing that Simber was there to lead his group. 

Meghan joined him. Tm so glad youre here—I thought you did 
something stupid, she whispered. She eyed the cheetah nervously. “And I’m 
really glad he’s on our side?” 

Simber growled. “I can hearrr you, Rrrangerrr’ 

They were soon joined by three others: a young man named Peter, an older 
woman named Pauline, and a rather large white squirrelicorn named Rufus. 

Across the lawn he saw Samheed and Lani under the leadership of Arija 
the girrino. He waved, and watched Lani’s anxious face relax. She ran over to 
him, pressed a note in his hand, and said, “What was up with that report 
about you?” Alex just shrugged and shook his head. Lani glanced back at Arija 
and ran back to her post. 

Alex caught Samheed’s eye. Samheed had a strained look on his face. He 
nodded slightly to Alex, and then he dropped his gaze. 

“I wonder if he knows about Will? Alex whispered under his breath. “And 
if he’s really on our side’ 

“He knows now, growled Simber. “As for the otherrr, I guess we'll find out 
soon enough.’ 

Alex startled. ‘Tve got to start remembering that you can see and hear so 
well? he said. 

The great cheetah chuckled under his breath. “I prrreferrr knowing what 
yourrre up to, Stowe” 

At that moment Mr. Today and Claire Morning appeared on the rooftop 
of the mansion. Claire clapped her hands for order, and all in front turned to 
hush those behind and direct their attention to the leaders. “Commanders, 
please give your orders and take your stations. The Quillitary is in sight?’ 


Alex and Meghan gulped simultaneously and exchanged a nervous glance. 
Alex quickly peeked at the note from Lani. It read, Die a thousand deaths. He 
looked up, alarmed, and searched for Lani, but she was nowhere to be found. 
What a horrible thing to say, he thought, shoving the note in his pocket. I 
thought she was over being immature. 

He straightened his vest, going over the various components one more 
time, even though he knew their locations by heart. Peter and Pauline 
whispered together. Rufus rose up on his haunches as Simber faced them. 

“Ourrr squad was specially designed to complement one anotherrr,’ he 
began. “Rrrufus is agile. He can both climb and fly. His eyesight is 
trrremendous, as is his bite and skewerrr. Simber indicated the squirrelicorn’s 
foot-long horn, which grew from between his little squirrel ears. “Pauline was a 
theaterrr focus, Peterrr’s a wrrriting instrrructorrr, Meghan is a musician, and 
Alex is a painterrr.’ He paused, and said wryly, “And in case you didn't notice, 
I’m an enorrrmous stone cheetah with wings. I come with a majorrr 
drrrawback—I am not easy to hide. Therrreforrre ourrr squad will be an open, 
moving tarrrget. But ourrr combined skills should overrrcome most obstacles. 

“Please follow my instrrructions at all times, especially when we face 
combat. Trrrust my orrrders. Frrrom my vantage point I can see much 
farrrtherrr than you. And because of my experrrience as a prrredator you 
should trrrust my instincts. Any questions?” He looked at the five who faced 
him. None had questions. 

“All rrright. We'rrre the frrront line stationed at the rrroad. In Quill” 
Simber turned and walked toward the opening in the wall. 

The front line! A chill of fear moved through Alex as they approached the 
place where the gate once stood. It had been one thing to go from Mr. Today’s 
office into Aaron’s dormitory room, but it was quite another to face this 
ominous, fateful entrance again after nearly a year, and then to stand outside it 
and take the brunt of the attack—it was completely nerve-wracking. 

Simber held his head high as he walked nobly, like a prince, through the 
wide opening. Mr. Today, who now stood at the entrance, murmured words of 
protection on each of their component vests as they passed through into the 
bleakness of Quill. “The words of protection will last the entire day. Please 
don't take your vests off—they will help keep you safe” The man put his hand 


on Alex’s arm and whispered, “Do you remember the command I used for the 
glass wall?” 

Alex, whose heart was pounding by now, nodded. 

“You are capable of casting that, Alex. You are capable of a lot of things. 
Just be aware that it will shatter if it’s struck hard enough, so its not 
permanent. Above all, have confidence in yourself, and you will succeed. 
Control your emotions, and you will hit every time’ 

“Yes, sir, Alex whispered, feeling confidence from the pep talk. He nodded 
and followed Simber onto the dusty road to stand and wait for the Quillitary 
vehicles. There was nothing in this desolate part of Quill that could be used for 
cover except for a few scattered posts that held up the barbed-wire ceiling. 
Alex breathed in the stifling air of Quill, his eyes darting around, feeling very 
exposed. 

Other squads lined up behind and alongside Simber’s, and soon there were 
over a hundred defenders in place inside Quill, ready to face the oncoming 
Quillitary. Alex could hear the other squads behind him talking through their 
plans. The majority of the defenders remained in Artimé, spread out to 
protect the mansion, hidden behind the lush foliage, and grouped under cover 
along the edge of the jungle. It would be easier to fight in Artimé, where the 
Quillitary would be in unfamiliar territory and so shocked at the sight that 
they would have a disadvantage. 

Soon the squealing and squeaking vehicles could be heard. Alex and 
Meghan stood tall, trying to catch the first glimpse, almost like little eager 
children of Artimé who could hear a marching band but not yet see the 
approaching parade. 

Just inside the opening into Artimé, Alex could see Samheed and Lani’s 
squad waiting. Alex caught Lani’s eye, and when she smiled, his stomach flip- 
flopped, despite her mean note. He mouthed the words “Be safe?” 

Lani bit her lip and nodded. “You too,’ she whispered. 


They did not have long to wait. 

A fleet of rust-colored vehicles, flanked on both sides by endless lines of 
marching soldiers, thundered closer. They raised no weapons. Slowly the 
vehicles came to a stop in front of the entrance to Artimé. They faced Simber 
head-on. When they came to a halt, a burly man stood up inside the front 


vehicle, his head and shoulders well above the windshield. He squinted as the 
colors of Artimé bled through the opening in the wall. Samheed recognized 
the man as General Blair. 

“Attention, worthless Unwanteds! I have a message for Alexander Stowe,’ 
he yelled. 

Simber growled angrily. 

Alex felt his heart drop and splatter on the road. 

After a moment Simber nodded to Alex and growled in a low voice, “Step 
forrrwarrrd and claim it? 

All the squads inside Artimé who could see through the opening watched 
the scene unfold. Alex’s breath was shallow, and his teeth nearly chattered 
together. He stepped forward as bravely as he could, cleared his throat, and 
said in his deepest, harshest voice, “I’m Alex Stowe’ 

The general stared him in the eye for a long moment, his upper lip frozen 
in a sneer. 

Alex stared back, unflinching. 

“The message is from the High Priest Justine’ He cleared his throat 
authoritatively. 

Alex didn’t move. 

“The High Priest Justine thanks you for the warning you gave to Aaron 
Stowe two nights ago.’ 

As the general spoke, two Quillitary officers in the seat behind him 
hoisted something long and bulky over their heads. 

“She only wished that this,’ the General said as the officers flung the object 
into the grassy opening of Artimé, “had truly been you” 

On the ground, inside a sheet of thin, ragged linen, was the lifeless body of 
the general's own son, Will Blair. 


Battleground 


Álex remained steady despite the gasps around him, gathered his wits, and 


spoke in a smooth voice. “If you live through the day, General, he said, 
“perhaps you'll ask the High Priest Justine why she’s too afraid to come here 
and deliver that message herself?” 

“Get back!” Simber barked as the far flank of Quillitary marchers raised 
long, rusty metal weapons to their shoulders. Simber’s wings burst open as a 
shield, forcing Alex behind them as loud blasts erupted from the Quillitary, 
followed by raining thuds of pellets against the stone statue. “Firrre!” 


commanded the stone beast. 
` 


Alex regained his footing as the others in his squad sent a round of artistic 
fire at the Quillitary. Those soldiers who hadn't been hit rushed into Artimé 
and began firing on the Unwanteds within, and the vehicles roared and 
coughed in preparation to enter through the gateway. Alex sent off a round of 
blinding highlights from his fluorescent yellow pen, hitting the drivers of the 
first two vehicles squarely in the eyes, as well as General Blair himself. The first 
vehicle lurched wildly and crashed into the wall, sending the general and two 
others catapulting toward Samheed and Lani. The second vehicle smashed 
into it, causing both jalopies to hiss and shoot boiling spurts of water back at 
their occupants. 

Samheed, still in shock at seeing his former friend lying dead, and 
witnessing Will’s own father show absolutely no signs of emotion or remorse, 
realized with full certainty that the Quillitary was no longer anything he 
wanted to be a part of. How foolish he had been! And seeing the heartlessness 
all around him—it was so much worse than he remembered. He felt the old 
familiar rage boiling up tenfold. 


With a wild yell Samheed pulled a spiked metal star from his vest and 
flung it with all his might at the groaning general. It struck the man in the 
throat and embedded deep within. General Blair’s blinded eyes widened, and 
then closed. 

But there was no time for anyone to reflect, as Artiméans all around 
Samheed fell to the ground. 


Another round of pellets from the enemy blasted and chinked off Simber, 
leaving him no worse for wear. Meghan dropped the first two officers in the 
far flank with sleep spells, and Peter laid down the next dozen with words of 
destruction. They writhed on the ground and were succinctly trampled by the 
Quillitary that pressed forward, trying to get into Artimé. 

From the squads inside Artimé came another round of spells, causing 
tremendous chaos for the unsuspecting enemy. Scatterclips flew through the 
air, some of them dragging the enemy with them until they reached something 
solid enough in which to stick. Still it was all the Artiméans could do to 
protect themselves as the lines of vehicles and the near flank poured into the 
magical world. 

“Rrrufus, I need numberrrs!” Simber roared. 

Immediately the squirrelicorn flew up and, hovering just below the 
barbed-wire ceiling, counted out a quick estimate and dropped to the 
cheetahs back. “A thousand at least—they’re backed up all the way to the 
nursery, Rufus reported. “More than I expected.’ 

“How many of ourrrs down?” 

Rufus flew up again to look around, and then darted into Artimé and 
returned. “Twelve down out here. At least two dozen down inside? 

Simber roared his displeasure, which caused several nearby members of 
the Quillitary to hit the dirt. “Double up yourrr attacks! Make them 
perrrmanent!” he roared. “They arrre rrrecoverrring frrrom yourrr spells. 
Yourrr comrrrades arrre falling!” 

Alex and Meghan pulled out their permanent power weapons. Within 
thirty minutes the two of them, working in beautiful tandem, rendered forty- 
four Quillitary members permanently frozen in odd poses using Alex's 
splatterpaint combined with Meghan’s Nutcracker ice dance. 


As the squads behind the fantastic Simber shield met their marks, a few of 
them falling back with stray pellet wounds, the squads inside nailed the enemy 
with fireball dragons, stinging soliloquies, splatterpaint, fire steps, itch glue, 
slam poetry, scatterclips, slash singing, blinding highlights, and the dreaded 
Shakespearian theater curse from those who had no qualms about inflicting 
mortal fencing wounds on their enemies. 

Lani and Samheed weren't quite as fortunate. Samheed, though he thought 
he had prepared himself for this, soon found himself face-to-face with his 
father. And unlike with General Blair, Samheed hesitated a split second too 
long in this matchup, and Mr. Burkesh took advantage by slamming his son in 
the head and chest with a shield. Samheed groaned and fell. 

Immediately Lani reacted with a paralyzing taunt at Samheed’s father, but 
the man fell forward instead of backward, crashing on top of the young girl 
and trapping her under his weight. It took her several minutes to free herself, 
trying to cast spells at other enemies while struggling, her leg caught quite 
firmly underneath Mr. Burkesh. A sharp, rusty corner of the man’s armor dug 
into her calf. With one tremendous effort she broke free, ripping a nasty gash 
in her leg in the process. 

“Sam!” she cried, but Samheed was out cold. Blood poured from his nose, 
which was obviously broken. Lani dragged him with a sort of superhuman 
strength to a protected spot behind a tree and took a moment to rip a piece 
from her already shredded pant leg and wrap up her own gushing wound. 

Samheed groaned and moved his head weakly. The left side of his face was 
rapidly swelling up and turning purple. 

“Stay still!” hissed Lani. 

Samheed opened the only eye that would open. He coughed, swallowed 
painfully, and whispered, “Kill him?” 

Lani gave him a wild, pleading look. “Oh, Sam. I—I can’t’ 

Samheed looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded weakly and 
tried to smile. “Its okay.’ He rolled to his side and spit blood, then took a deep 
breath and rose shakily to his feet. ‘TI be right back? 

“No, Sam!” Lani whispered. 

Samheed staggered over to his father, released the paralyzing spell and 
waited for Mr. Burkesh to stand and get his bearings again. The boy stood 
nearly eye to eye with the man. 


“Father: 

Mr. Burkesh glared. He pulled a knife from his belt and held it to 
Samheed’s neck. 

Lani ran toward them. “No!” she cried. 

“Father, Samheed said again, his voice deathly calm. 

Mr. Burkesh’s hand trembled slightly as his face grew red. He spoke in 
harsh, drawn-out words. “Don't speak to me. You are no son of mine’ And 
then he hesitated no longer, rearing back with the knife and roaring, “Die a 
thousand deaths!” He plunged it through the air toward Samheed. Samheed 
shook, but he made no move to stop him. 

Lani screamed. “No! Samheed!” She began uttering another paralyzing 
taunt, just as a thin voice from somewhere above her uttered a sharp rhyming 
curse. 

Immediately Mr. Burkesh flew backward in the air and landed on the 
ground. His hand relaxed on the knife, and it fell in the grass. 

Samheed sank to his hands and knees, shaking his head in disbelief, sobs 
and blood clutching at his throat. “I had to know, he choked out, “if he would 
really do it? 

Lani tossed off a quick handful of spells at the other Quillitary nearby, and 
when they were all temporarily contained, she looked up to see where the 
voice had come from. 

In the tree sat Mr. Sigfried Appleblossom. He hopped to the ground 
nimbly, walked over to Mr. Burkesh, and, putting a foot on his chest, tugged at 
something. Soon he pulled out a small, thin fencing sword, as clear as an icicle. 
He ceremoniously wiped it clean on the grass, gave it a quick polish with his 


hanky, handed it to the wounded boy, and said: 


“Your father is a beast beyond compare. 
You proved you have more dignity and grace. 
Your worth to me ... it’s more than I can share.’ 


He paused tearfully, took a steadying breath, and continued. “Now go 
inside; have someone fix your face’ 
And with that, Mr. Appleblossom returned to his post in the tree. 


Once the Quillitary’s front line had turned into a magical pile of stiffs, Simber 
roared, “Advance!” 

Inch by inch, yard by yard, Simber moved forward on the Quillitary, his 
squad close behind, and the other squads following in their wake. 

As many Quillitary soldiers as were able to get past the great stone statue 
did so, easing their way into the magical world to face a new group of 
attackers. The afternoon wore on, Simber unwavering, though chipped in 
spots; Alex gaining confidence as the battle continued; Meghan temporarily 
set back by a melee attack that left her slashed from shoulder to elbow before 
she was able to stop the three attackers with a fire step that sent them running 
away. 

It was nearing sunset on the desolate side of the wall when all those of the 
Quillitary who hadn't made it into Artimé had been contained in one fashion 
or another. Simber sent Rufus to Claire Morning with this news as the squads 
outside of Artimé regrouped and refueled on water and food that somehow 
had appeared at the gate, delivered by some brave protector. 

When the squirrelicorn returned, he bore this news: “Ms. Morning is 
sending out the night watch. She requests the backup squads deliver the 
injured into the mansion at once.’ Rufus took a deep breath and continued. 
“Simber ...” He shook his head, almost as if he were reluctant to deliver the rest 
of the message. “Claire wants you and Alex to meet her on the mansion roof 
immediately’ 

Alex, who was resting against the wall, blinked. “How am I supposed to 
get up there?” 

Simber nodded. “Thank you, Rrrufus. Stowe, climb aboarrrd’ 

Alex didn’t hesitate. He hopped on the cheetah’s slick stone back, settled 
between the wings, and wrapped his arms around Simber’s broad neck. With a 
power greater than any force that Alex had felt before, the cheetah flapped his 
wings and ascended over the carnage. Seconds later they landed on the 
mansion roof, Simber leaving a hearty dent in the shiny metallic shingles. 

Alex stared at the property below, littered with bodies and small smoking 
bits of fiery weapons. His nose crinkled at the smell of smoke and blood. 
Nearly the entire lawn, from the giant wall on his left all the way to the jungle 
in front of him and to the sea on his right, was occupied by fighting pairs in 


hand-to-hand combat. He scanned the property for Samheed and Lani, but he 
couldn't find them. 

“Well done, Simber Claire Morning spoke in a smooth, firm tone. She had 
a bandage on her shoulder, the center of it stained with blood. “They’ve nearly 
run out of ammunition for their guns. Many thanks go to you, my friend, for 
rendering so many of their pellets useless” 

Simber nodded. “Casualties?” 

Claire tugged at her hair, deep in thought. “We have many injured. Two of 
ours have died from their wounds so far.’ 

Simber growled his dissatisfaction. “And the enemy?” 

“Scores of them. It’s difficult to tell who is frozen from spells and who is 
dead, though General Blair is most assuredly dead. Needless to say, they are 
hurting. And that is why I’ve called you here. Weve word that they are 
sending in a second wave.’ 

“What, tonight? In the darrrk? Fools! We'll crrrush them? 

Claire nodded. “We will with this method. Gunnar reports that much of 
their ammunition has misfired and their guns are either clogging up, useless, or 
backfiring due to opposite soliloquies, so they are injuring themselves quite 
nicely. But there is one thing I thought of ... and it leaves me more than a little 
concerned.’ 

“What is it?” 

“Justine” 

The cheetah’s stone forehead rippled. “I don’t underrrstand’ 

Claire glanced at Alex and then back to Simber. “She’s coming? 

Simber’s face softened and grew concerned, and then Alex thought for a 
moment that he saw a thread of fear trickling into the giant cat’s marble eyes. 
“I see, he said gruffly. And then he added, “She'll expose herrrself if she uses 
any of herrr magic’ 

Claire nodded. “Father thinks she’s growing desperate enough to risk it? 

Alex had no idea what they were talking about. Justine could do magic? 
And who was Claire's father? Mr. Today? He hung on to every word because 
it seemed so terribly important. 

“What do you prrropose?” 

“Florence, Octavia, and I can handle Justine and the governors, Claire 
said, her voice bitter just saying Justine’s name. “But she’s leaving the palace 


exposed, and Father is the only one who knows the secret entrance. He wants 
you to accompany him. If we can disarm and seal the palace, she'll be trapped 
with no place to hide, and this will soon be over. Not just for us, but for the 
people of Quill as well.’ 

“And the boy?” 

“He's to go with you. Father doesn’t want Justine anywhere near him.’ She 
turned suddenly toward the sea and put her hand to her forehead, trying to 
block the sheen of sunset on the waves. “There, she said, pointing to a 
gleaming white boat in the distance. “He's waiting’ 

Alex, surprised at the turn of events, hitched himself onto the cheetah’s 
back once again. The thrill of the flight and the powerful wing strokes, a 
hundred feet above the vast sea, shook his ribs as he slid around on the 
cheetahs slippery back, trying to find a comfortable position without falling 
off. 

Soon enough the statue reached Mr. Today. Simber closed the gap between 
them until he hovered just feet above the swiftly moving craft. “Now, he 
growled over his shoulder to Alex. “Slide off my left side’ 

Shivering, Alex did what he was told and dropped onto the deck. Mr. 
Today grasped his arm and helped him right himself as gale-force winds from 
Simber’s immense wings blasted the boy about like an empty paper cup. 
Simber rose to a more comfortable altitude and easily stayed with the ship as 
they skimmed around the shore. 

Alex stared. “It really is just an island,’ he said, shaking his head in 
disbelief. All the years the governors had lied to everyone—it was crazy. He 
peered ahead at the islands in the distance, growing closer as they rounded 
Quill. 

Mr. Today glanced at Alex. “There's an entire string of islands out there, 
most of them inhabited by good, decent people. But we lost contact with all of 
them when we built the wall” The old mage stood at the helm, his hair looking 
perfectly normal for the occasion. He looked weary. 

Alex’s teeth chattered with anticipation and the cool evening sea breeze. 
“Where are we going, exactly?” 

“Ahh,’ sighed Mr. Today. “I suppose we can't just enjoy the ride tonight, can 
we? No, indeed. Why I don't take this thing out more often is quite beyond 
me. I used to take Claire fishing...” He shook his head, forcing his thoughts 


back to the threat at hand. “Were going to the palace. You know about the 
secret entrance into Quill, do you not?” 

“Yes, er, well, Arija mentioned it, and so did Ms. Morning just now’ 

“Well, it’s been many years since we devised it and added the magic. I 
think I can find it. Once we're in, we'll have a few encounters if the guards are 
still around, I imagine. You and I will freeze them up or some such thing; then 
we ll seal the palace so that if Justine makes it out of Artimé, she'll have lost 
her ‘power, so to speak.’ 

“The palace is her power?” 

Mr. Today furrowed his brow. “Not exactly. Her power is the fear she 
instills in people. She hides behind the palace so that Quill can’t see that she is 
afraid too” 

“What is she afraid of?” 

The mage laughed bitterly. “She's afraid of losing her power to make people 
afraid. She’s afraid of not being in control. Appearing weak.’ 

Alex thought about all of this. It was hard to imagine that the stately 
woman was afraid of anything. But there was another question in his mind 
that had been eating away at him since the night hed gone to the gate. He 
hesitated, not sure if he should ask, but finally gathered up the nerve as they 
sped along, rounding a particularly jutting piece of the island. 

“Mr. Today?” 

“Yes, lad? 

“You said that you made the people of Quill forget? 

Mr. Today nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. I did that? 

“Why?” 

He scratched his chin. “To keep them from dissenting when Justine began 
to rule. Because back then I believed in Justine’s plan when she took the title of 
High Priest—that the best way to rule people was to protect them from 
everything and frighten them into obedience. I believed in it so much that I 
gave my full trust to Justine for years, and didn't always notice what she was 
up to. And because of that failure on my part, she came up with the plan to 
segregate the least useful in our society. I offered my services, because I was a 
better mage than she. It wasn’t difficult to render them useless. I just had to 
put the Unwanteds in a splatterpaint spell, or paralyze them, or make them 
fall asleep, then let them stand around on the lawn outside the walls of Quill. 


No mess.’ He shook his head sadly, horrified at his own actions, as tears 
glistened and seeped into the wrinkles around his eyes. “But then Justine 
wanted to go a step further. A step too far, in my opinion, at the time. She 
convinced me to create the Great Lake of Boiling Oil, and then she proceeded 
to eliminate the Unwanteds permanently. I was horrified, but I didn't let on— 
she was so powerful and power hungry by then that she wouldn't have 
hesitated to eliminate me if I defied her. And I knew I had to stop her. So I 
pretended to be behind her actions fully, and I offered to take over the 
business of dumping all the remaining bodies, which allowed Justine to have 
more time to do the rest of her job’ He sighed. “So I hid them using magic and, 
every year, froze and hid the newest group that had been purged’ 

“What ...” Alex bit his lip. “What made you decide to make Artimé?” 

“There was a little girl” he said softly. “You see, Alex, you have to 
understand how it all started. Fifty years ago I was young, just a little older 
than you, and I was foolish. I went along with Justine, disappearing every 
Purge day to put spells on the Unwanteds. By the time Justine wanted to 
actually eliminate them entirely, I had a wife, a child, some dear friends in the 
government— one, especially. And each year, once I took over, I pretended to 
eliminate the Unwanteds but merely did as I'd done before, casting spells on 
them and then hiding them with another spell so Justine couldn't see. But it 
became hard to cast these spells on children I had grown to care about. One 
little girl in particular. And I knew it was wrong—all of it was so, so wrong. I 
decided that if I were to change things and be a better man, I had to release 
them from these spells and let them live their lives. I had to create a secret 
haven for them, but I couldn't just create it and then leave them. So I did what 
I had to do. I left my life, my friends, my family in Quill and created Artimé. 
And I sold the idea to Justine as a way to build even more fear in the hearts of 
the children and scare them into submission—I would hermit myself away 
and become the dreaded Death Farmer that no one actually saw unless they 
were Unwanted? 

“Wow, Alex said, and took it all in. After a moment he looked up at the 
mage. “So originally you chose power like Justine, back when you were young, 
but then you changed,’ he said. “You became good. So maybe Aaron ...?” 

Mr. Today smiled. “We will never lose hope, my boy.’ 


Alex puzzled for a long moment, gazing over the water. “Were you ... um 
... were you secretly in love with Justine or something? Is that why you went 
along with her?” 

Mr. Today afforded a chuckle. “No, Alex. Not in the slightest. Not any 
more than you could be secretly in love with your twin’ 

Alex stared at the mage. “Wait. You mean...’ 

The old man nodded sagely. “You and I,’ he murmured, “have a lot in 
common.’ 


They closed in on the south side of the island, where the ground grew hilly. 
Alex thought that they were probably near the palace, but not a thing could be 
seen of Quill because of the hideous wall. 

“Who was the little girl?” Alex asked presently, although he thought he 
knew. 

“My daughter, Claire. Ms. Morning?’ 

Alex nodded. “You couldn't cast the spell?” 

“No? Mr. Today looked away, a wistful expression on his face. 

“And so you created Artimé ... for her’ 

Mr. Today nodded as he pulled the yacht closer to shore and cut the 
motor. “And for all of you. Best thing I’ve ever done. Still, it’s not enough to 
make up for all the wrongs,’ he said. “Whatever I do—it’ll never be enough’ 
He scanned the rocks, muttering something to himself as he searched to 
remember the exact location of the magical passage. “Aha; he whispered. 

Simber landed gracefully on the rocks next to the boat. Mr. Today placed 
the anchor spell while Alex climbed over the side of the craft, and the two 
embarked onto Simber’s back for the short journey to dry land. 

Once they reached the shore, Mr. Today put his hand on the wall and 
recited an incantation. A great chunk of the concrete block slid aside, and the 
three walked through it. They found themselves in a dark, narrow, enclosed 
room. Mr. Today recited a second incantation, and the wall in front of them 
crumbled to dust. They stepped over it and looked around the dimly lit 
passageway. 

Everything was gray, just like all of Quill. The ceilings were very high, the 
hallway just wide enough for Simber to walk through without scraping his 
wings on the walls. 


“Be ready, Mr. Today whispered in the echoing chamber. “There will be six 
guards, but they'll most likely be stationed at the entrance?’ 

Alex fingered his pens and balls of clay inside his vest pocket. 

They moved slowly into the heart of the palace, first Simber, then Mr. 
Today, and then Alex bringing up the rear. They passed doorways on the left 
and the right, Simber sampling the air, his ears tuned and twitching this way 
and that. After a moment he stopped short and pointed with a long, sharp 
claw. Mr. Today and Alex squeezed past Simber’s body to get a look. 

Four Quillitary guards stood at the windows near the palace entrance, 
peering out, and two more sat, leaning against the wall, asleep. 

Mr. Today gestured, Alex nodded, and together they attacked. Alex 
flicked his paintbrush at the first sleeping guard. The paint seeped over him 
entirely, and within seconds it solidified. Then he tossed two tiny balls of clay 
at the second sleeping guard. The clay stretched and clamped the guard’s legs 
to the floor and his arms to the wall. Alex whispered, “Silence,’ as the surprised 
guard awoke, but the guards at the door heard the noise and whirled around. 
They all shrieked in terror at the sight of Simber, but two of them still had the 
presence of mind to pull their guns and point. One managed to get a shot off 
before Mr. Today simply turned all four of them to stone. The bullet pinged off 
the palace wall harmlessly, leaving a small chip in it. 

“A souvenir for Justine, Mr. Today said. 

Alex grinned and looked around. “That’s it?” 

Simber grumbled. “Well, that was borrring’ 

Mr. Today teasingly sympathized with the great beast. “Oh, Sim, I’m sorry. 
Say, how about you eat that one over there, hmm?” 

The silenced, shackled guard’s eyes widened in fear. 

Simber grunted and moved back down the hallway from which they had 
come, anxious to get back to the action in Artimé. 

“Patience, Mr. Today said. He waved a hand at the palace entrance, and 
the doorway became a solid wall. He turned in a circle in the large entrance, 
pointing all around, sealing up all the windows and doors throughout the 
entire structure. 

There was no way into or out of the palace now, except for the secret 
passage. 


“Well, that should do it. They won't be able to get back in. Nice work by 
the way, Alex,’ Mr. Today said. “T rather liked that clay spell. Did you create 
that yourself?” 

“I did,’ Alex said proudly. 

“It certainly seems solid,’ Mr. Today remarked, leaning over and rapping 
his knuckles on the frightened man’s shackles. “You'll have to teach me that 
one sometime.’ 

Alex beamed. 

“Remind me that we'll need to come back and feed these guards in a few 
days, will you?” Mr. Today said lightly. 

“Sure, Alex said. “So this is it? Youre sure there are no more guards?” 

“Only six. I’ve watched carefully over the years. Justine had little to fear” 

“Until we came along,’ Alex said, a bit smugly. 

Simber rolled his eyes impatiently and moved farther down the hallway. 
“Marrrcus.’ 

“Oh, dear. Quite right, Sim. We should be getting back” His face turned 
grim, as if he had just remembered that the people of Artimé were still 
fighting. 

Simber growled impatiently and glided back down the hallway the same 
way they had come. Mr. Today hurried after him, and Alex, feeling a bit 
relieved despite his concern over the battle in Artimé, followed them into the 
narrow passage, his mind overflowing with more questions for the mage. 

And so it was that when a fist, like a bolt of lightning, shot out from what 
seemed like nowhere, Alex toppled like a toy soldier. 





Severing Ties 


A stunned Alex lay still for a short time until he had figured out what 


happened. He quickly reached for a weapon and cried out to Mr. Today for 
help. Mr. Today turned to see what the commotion was just as Alex pointed 
the highlighter at his brother and wildly shot a round of blindness spells, 
missing Aaron but hitting Mr. Today squarely in the eyes, causing him to 
double over in pain and lower himself blindly to the floor. 

“Simber!” shouted the mage. 

Simber, who had made it all the way to the secret passage, had to back up 
the entire way because nowhere was it wide enough to allow him to turn 
around. He roared his frustration and scuttled ungracefully in reverse. 

Aaron, eyeing the others, stood near one of the palace guards. Pure hatred 
dripped from his features. “You useless, Unwanted piece of dirt, Aaron 
seethed. “You ruined my life with this! When this battle is over, Justine will 
dispose of me, and it’s all your fault! Why couldn't you leave me alone?” In his 
hand he held something small and shiny. 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Aaron! Why—what—why won't you just believe 
me? You'll stoop to anything, won't you?” As he talked, buying time, he 
scrambled for a ball of clay, a fire dragon, a handful of scatterclips, anything! 
But his supplies were substantially depleted after the long day, and he had to 
dig deep to grasp hold of anything. 

As Mr. Today hurriedly neutralized the blind spell on himself and as 
Simber scrambled backward, nearly trampling the mage in order to reach the 
wide foyer where he could turn himself around, and as Alex scooted on his 
backside along the cold floor, searching wildly for something with which to 


defend himself, and finally landing his fingers on a freezebrush, Aaron pulled 
his arm back and shouted, “I hope you die a thousand deaths!” He threw the 
metal object with all his might. 

Alex, hearing the horridly familiar words, seeing the scatter clip, suddenly 
realized the meaning of Lani’s note. “No!” He pointed the freezebrush 
frantically at Aaron and uttered a curse, hitting his mark as the scatterclip 
whizzed toward him. 

Mr. Today cried out and cast a glass-wall spell, trying to stop the 
scatterclip. But it was too late. The simple, innocent scatterclip, combined with 
the words to make it lethal, had found its mark in Alex’s chest. 

Simber, finally turned around, crashed through the glass wall and looked 
from one twin to the other, at first unsure which boy was which. Mr. Today 
pointed wildly at Aaron, frozen in place, and Simber immediately pounced on 
the frozen boy, bringing him crashing to the ground. Aaron screamed, his 
mouth stuck open, his eyes begging Simber not to hurt him. 

Mr. Today rushed to Alex’s side as the boy fell back, his eyes glazing over, a 
look of surprise turning to horror on his face. He grasped the air wildly, unable 
to get hold of the clip that had imbedded itself through his vest and into his 
chest, and gasped for air. 


“Don't—kill—him—,’ Alex managed to rasp before he lost consciousness. 


Lani helped Samheed into the mansion as one of the protectors met them at 
the door. They got Samheed settled into the newly created hospital wing 
alongside others with various wounds. Quickly Lani washed and bandaged her 
leg, and, despite the protector’s protest, she went back outside as the sun was 
setting, just as a large shadow passed overhead. She looked up and saw Simber 
flying elegantly out to sea with a passenger, and she wondered briefly what 
that was all about. But she didn’t have time to think about it. She scurried 
toward her commander, Arija, at their station point, pelting ten-minute sleep 
spells left and right along the way. 

“Lani. It was Florence. “I need you at the front line’ 

Lani glanced over at Arija, who nodded. Lani followed Florence to the 
entrance just as a new line of squealing vehicles and marching Quillitary 
soldiers poured in, yelling wildly. These soldiers had no guns. Rather, their 


weapons were quite unrecognizable to anyone who had not grown up in a 
family that collected rusty scrap metal. 

The Artiméans blasted the Quillitary as they arrived, causing a pile-up of 
hard-shelled, stiffened bodies such that the last vehicles couldn't get through 
without driving over them, and even then most of the jalopies conked out. 

As darkness settled and the various jungle creatures that could see quite 
well in the dark came out to fight, the confusion grew. Lani positioned herself 
behind a tree, finding it difficult to tell who was friend and who was foe. 

And then a rumor spread its way to her ears. “The governors have arrived’ 
Lani shivered. The governors. 

Her mind raced back over the previous months as she had struggled with 
the decision: Would she use lethal weapons? She had ultimately decided that 
she would not, with one exception. And now, as she peered out into the 
darkness and confusion, that exception was slipping inside Artimé and 
stealing toward her, carrying a pistol in hand—the kind that only the 
governors owned. The pistol, Lani knew, was a hundred times stronger that 
the weak pellet guns that some of the Quillitary had. One shot could kill a full- 
grown human or beast. 

Lani reached into her vest, her eyes narrowing as she glued them on her 
father. She took out her one and only throwing star, which Samheed had given 
her when she'd asked him for it months ago. She pressed the metal to her lips 
and whispered an incantation as her father slipped along the wall, darting 
between trees, his pistol gleaming whenever it caught a ray of moonlight. 

She followed him to a clump of trees. Hes going to hide. Lie in wait. What a 
coward! She grew angrier and angrier as all the thoughts of the Purge flooded 
back to her. How his shame must have been so great that he could not even 
acknowledge her good-bye at the gate. A coward, she thought, over and over 
again, until it became a challenge to her to make him admit it was so. Beg me 
not to kill you. See how it feels. All she knew was that she would not give her 
father a chance like Samheed had done for his father. She had learned her 
lessons well enough today. 

She crept closer and watched him from ten feet away, thinking how stupid 
he must be not to notice he was being followed. Your intelligence and your 
strength won't save you now, dear Father. 


Lani shifted to get a better view. She couldn't see what her father was 
doing. As she moved around the tree trunk, her vest caught on a tiny branch. 
It snapped off. Lani froze as Senior Governor Haluki turned sharply at the 
noise. 

“Who's there?” he whispered sharply. 

Lani held her breath. And then, because she was not a coward like her 
father, she stepped out from behind the tree into the shadows. 

“Claire?” Senior Governor Haluld said uncertainly. 

Fingering her weapon, the metal growing hot in her fingers, Lani stepped 
closer, her rage increasing. “No, Father, she spat. “Its me. Or have you 
forgotten me, like all the others conveniently forget their children?” A tiny sob 
caught in her throat as she twisted her arm behind her expertly, just as 
Samheed had taught her, and prepared to fire. 

Governor Haluki sucked in a breath. “Oh, Lani,’ he whispered. He glanced 
over his shoulder in each direction, and then stepped toward his daughter, 
holding out his hand just as she snapped her wrist and sent the deadly star in 
flight. 

“No! Lani—you dont understa—,’ he cried. The star struck him at an 
awkward angle. As he fell to the ground, rolling and writhing wildly in pain, 
his body transformed into an enormous gray wolf. He took off running, 
tripping, limping, into the night. 

The gun lay gleaming on the ground where he had stood. 


Simber, with the unconscious, bleeding Alex cradled gently in his enormous 
jaws, and the captured, now thawed, terrorized Aaron hanging on to Simber’s 
neck for dear life, nodded to Mr. Today and sped fluidly along the shore, 
leaped into the air, and flapped his powerful wings. He rose up high enough to 
clear the great wall and flew in a direct path this time, at his top speed, over 
the barbed-wire ceiling that covered the land of Quill. Aaron cried desperately 
in fear all the way, knowing that falling would mean certain death but that 
hanging on might give him another option, eventually. Mr. Today cruised 
around the perimeter in the boat, which could magically sense the reefs and 
rocks in the dark. 

As the waves pounded the sides of the craft, the weary man’s eyes filled 
with grief. He whispered constantly, pulling at his hair. “Not Alex. Please, not 


him. It cant happen like this. Marcus, you careless fool! How many more 
deaths will you be responsible for?” 

When he neared Artimé, he slowed and cast the anchor spell. Simber, 
without either boy now, swooped to within sight in the moonlit evening, and 
the man climbed nimbly on the cheetah’s back. 

“How is he?” Marcus asked in a low voice. 

“Still alive” Simber said. “Yourrr enchantment of the vest may have saved 
him? 

“And the twin, Aaron?” 

Simber roared in frustration. “He scrrreamed and pounded me the whole 
way. Finally he jumped as we flew overrr the inlet at the shorrre of Arrrtimé. I 
expect he'll have drrrowned by now, or been eaten by sharrrks. I left him—it 
was morrre imporrrtant to get Alex inside. He's lost a lot of blood?” And 
indeed the blood had stained Simber’s sandstone mouth and neck, making him 
look fiercer than ever. 

“But we have otherrr trrroubles rrright now. Justine is holding a pistol on 
Clairrre; Gunnarrr is missing; Florrrence was hit by an out-of-contrrrol 
vehicle and she’s lopped off at the knees. Octavia is now Septavia—she lost a 
tentacle, but she'll rrregenerrrate. Sean and Meghan arrre on the rrroof 
playing sniperrr’ 

“Egads.’ 

‘TIl say? 

Mr. Today gazed across Artimé, counting the remaining Quillens, and 
then mused over his spell strengths and capabilities. “There are less than a 
hundred of them left,’ he said. “I think I can stop the remaining ones now on 
my own. And Quill has seen enough to know we are a strong force to be 
reckoned with—they’ll think twice about fighting us again, which means our 
future is safe from further attacks. Yes, my friend, it’s time. You and I both 
know the only spell that will end this’ 

“I hate to do it? 

“It won't hurt them? 

“That’s exactly why I hate to do it,’ growled the cheetah. “Though you 
might catch Aarrron in it, which would keep him out of our hairrr forrr now’ 

Mr. Today patted the cheetah’s smooth neck. “You had your moment of 
glory in the palace, Sim—you saved Alex. And you'll have another one soon. 


In the meantime, Claire will be all right, won't she?” 

“I cerrrtainly hope so” 

“Justine won't shoot her without me there. She’ll want me to witness it. 
I’m sure she thinks it'll be symbolic’ Mr. Today's voice was bitter. 

“I imagine Clairrre knows that too’ 

“All right then, it’s settled? 

“Herrre we go, my frrriend’” Simber took a pass along the seashore, from 
mansion to jungle, as Mr. Today held out his hand over the lawn. Back and 
forth they flew, Mr. Today keeping his hand out and concentrating very hard 
to hold the spell on so many people, Simber being very careful to weave just so 
across the property trying not to miss any of it, as if he were mowing the lawn. 

When they had covered all the land up to the entrance to Quill, Mr. 
Today, barely holding on to the weighty spell, whispered, “Quillitary, take a 
dive, and snapped his fingers. 

Immediately, and as one body, the remaining mobile Quillitary stopped 
fighting, turned, and marched their way to the seashore. The Artiméans who 
had a moment ago been fighting now caught their breath and watched in 
surprise as the Quillitary stopped and stood in the shallow water. 

Simber flew over them. 

“Freeze, Mr. Today said. 

The water at the shore froze, trapping all the Quillitary in place, making 
them furious but oddly cooling off some of the hotheads nicely. 

The people and creatures of Artimé looked up at their leader and broke 
into applause. 

“All right, Simber. Take me to Claire. And then stay alert. Watch for my 
signal.’ 


Lani gasped and clapped her hand to her mouth as the great gray wolf 
stumbled off. She was confused. “Father?” she whispered, but he was already 
gone. 

She had seen the wolf before from a distance. And shed thought it odd 
that such a wild creature would have bounded out of the mansion the previous 
day, only to disappear again shortly thereafter. And then it all began to make 
sense. 


“Oh, Father, what have I done? What have you done?” Gingerly she picked 
up the gun, feeling its weight in her hand, remembering when she was ten and 
her father had let her hold it—had even taken her to the Quillitary range on 
Purge day when she was eleven to teach her how to carry it safely, and to let 
her shoot it when no one else was around. He had made her promise not to 
tell anyone. That was one secret shed kept, because it seemed too—too— 
sacred a moment to work into one of her wild stories. 

But to her, now, the gun represented awful things. She disarmed the gun 
and slid it into her vest, realizing that despite her knowledge of its workings, 
and all her father had taught her, perhaps even in preparation for this day, she 
could never, ever use it. She snuck off through the trees, growing wearier and 
hungrier as the evening slipped into night, and suddenly wondered what had 
happened to Alex, for it had been hours since shed last seen him. She stopped 
short. Hmm, she thought, wondering if she could manage to do one of Alex's 
favorite spells. She withdrew a paintbrush from her pocket, whispered, 
“Invisible, and brushed herself up and down with it. 

The last thing to disappear was the gleam in her eye. 


Back at the mansion the injured Samheed had too much time to think about 
how his actions as Will’s assistant had contributed to the battle raging. And 
seeing his father again—once his hero—so willing to kill his own son ... how 
could Samheed have ever wanted to go back there? Be a part of that? Now the 
guilt overcame him, and he could lie still no longer with this battle raging 
around him. He struggled to his feet, slipped his component vest on, and when 
the caretakers weren't looking, he limped outside. 


As the entire remaining Quillitary marched into the sea, a drenched, 
bedraggled body finally hoisted himself up to his feet on the beach. He 
coughed and spit seawater, and began wiping the sand from his face and 
clothes. In the dark he located the looming mansion and stole quietly in that 
direction, limping and squishing slightly. 

He stepped over bodies until he found one wearing a vest like Alex’s. 
Aaron disrobed the fallen Artiméan and slipped the vest over his own 
shoulders, feeling for the one magical item he actually knew how to use. 


He found a treasure of them and took one, rubbing it between his fingers, 
his eyes darting wildly now, looking for prey. PU earn my position back! I must 
prove myself to the high priest. PU find the old man, and I will kill him. And then TU 
finish off Alex, once and for all. 

At the corner of the mansion Aaron stood, deep in the shadows. He saw 
her—the great high priest, the one he would do anything for in order to regain 
her favor. He knew that now he must be Alex. Act like Alex. They must not 
suspect. He only hoped no one had yet heard what had really happened to his 
twin. 

As he watched Mr. Today approach, he looked around at the bizarre 
assortment of creatures. 

“Alex; someone whispered. Aaron jumped and turned sharply, coming 
face to face with a sharp-toothed alligator that had several spindly arms. He 
nearly screamed in fright. 

“Alex; Ms. Octavia whispered again. “Be ready with your scatterclips. The 
lethal verbal component is ‘die a thousand deaths: If Justine makes any false 
moves, do your worst, my boy. She'll have to die if any of this is to be resolved. 
Are you comfortable with that?” 

Aaron blinked, sucked in a breath, and nodded. He didn’t understand half 
of what the creature was saying, but it was enough to know that he had 
accidentally stumbled upon the verbal component to the spell, which was also 
the mantra of the Quillitary. He held the clip, poised, appearing ready to 
throw in the direction of Justine, but his eyes burned into the back of the head 
of Mr. Today, who stood only slightly to the side of the high priest. 

Samheed, seeing the high priest, crept forward behind the octogator and 
Alex, realizing the severity of the scene before him—Justine and Mr. Today, 
about to be face-to-face once again. He remained quiet, pulling a throwing star 
from his vest in case it was needed. If only he could take down Justine, it 
would prove to everyone that he was not a traitor. 

Ms. Octavia readied herself as well, and then glanced more carefully at the 
boy beside her. She frowned. Something didn't seem right. 

Samheed noticed her glance, and he took another look at Alex, at the way 
he stood, and at his hand that held the scatterclip. Samheed’s eyes narrowed 
and then flashed with fire. He and Will Blair had been studying Alex for 


months. He knew what was wrong. This boy held the scatterclip in his right 
hand. 

“It’s not Alex!” Samheed whispered. 

Aaron's eyes widened in surprise. He tried to run, but Samheed muttered, 
“Break a leg!” which made Aaron squeal in pain and hop on one foot. 

In one swift, smooth motion four of Ms. Octavia’s remaining seven 
appendages threaded and twisted over and under the boy’s arms and around 
his legs, rendering his struggles useless and forcing his good leg to buckle. He 
dropped to the ground. 

“Silence,” she said in a low voice. 

Aaron's cry died in his throat. He shook violently, helplessly. 

“Well done, Samheed; Ms. Octavia said. “Don’t move another inch, Aaron 
Stowe, or you're a dead man,’ she growled into his ear, and chomped her teeth 
together to keep from biting his head completely off. 


“Hello, again,’ Mr. Today said coldly as he approached the high priest’s vehicle. 
All around him were piles of wounded, sleeping, or splatterpainted Quillitary. 
On the road beyond the high priest a pileup of smoking vehicles groaned in 
various stages of death. The rest of Artimé’s walking wounded, suddenly bereft 
of their enemies, picked their way around bodies and fell in behind their 
leader, ready to carry on if necessary for as long as they could stand and draw 
breath. 

“Marcus, my dear,’ came the sarcastic reply. “I’ve been waiting for you’ 

“How terribly polite’ 

“Indeed, she said. The High Priest Justine sat on the seat of her vehicle 
with Claire Morning tucked securely under one arm, a pistol pointed at 
Claire’s temple. Governor Strang sat beside her, his pistol trained on Meghan 
Ranger, who lay on the corner of the mansion roof nearest them. Four more 
governors stood at the entrance with their pistols, pointing randomly at 
anyone who dared move. Only Senior Governor Haluki was missing. 

“Your young protégé, Aaron, sends his regards. Shame that you should 
punish him. He’s the one who might have saved you all? Mr. Today said evenly. 

Justine’s eyes narrowed. 

“Oh, come now, Justine. Why so suspicious? Have you forgotten our little 
secret passage to the palace?” he asked. “And, oh dear, let me see. One, two, 


three, four, five ... good heavens! You're missing a governor. Pity? 

The four standing governors wavered, casting sidelong glances at one 
another in the starlight. 

“Dear me. And have you told your governors about your secret gift? You 
know; he whispered loudly. “Magic? 

“Enough!” shouted Justine. 

“You do not deny it?” 

“Silence, you traitor!” 

Marcus Today smiled a small smile. “Justine, honestly. Have you no secrets 
on me that you can reveal to my people so that they might gaze at me as 
suspiciously as your governors are now looking at you? Surely there must be 
something.’ 

Justine glared at Mr. Today. She cocked the hammer of the pistol that 
grazed Claire's temple. 

Claire closed her eyes reflexively, and then opened them again, granting 
permission to her father to do whatever it took. 

“What have you done with Aaron?” Justine growled. 

“Hmm? Oh, the twin? Well, there was a bit of a skirmish at the palace, you 
see. You know how it is with twins” He chuckled hollowly. “Best of friends, 
worst of enemies. All that rot. I imagine he’s around here somewhere. Pity he 
isn’t coming to your aid” 

Justine snarled and looked at Claire, judging her features. “All these years, 
Marcus? Thirty of the last fifty years you've spent betraying me and all I’ve 
stood for. All weve stood for! After all I’ve done for you and for Quill! How 
could you?” 

Mtr. Today sighed and looked up at the sky. He shook his head slowly, and 
then looked back at the high priest. “The question is, dear sister, how could 
you?” 

Justine’s face burned. She stood up in the vehicle and wrenched Claire to 
her feet. “Say good-bye to your daughter, once and for all,” she spat. 

Mr. Today nodded amicably at the high priest and smiled warmly at 
Claire. “Good-bye, daughter,’ he said. 

From the sky, a whirlwind. Simber swooped in with his powerful wings, 
knocking four governors across the road and the fifth headfirst into the 
backseat. He grabbed Claire in his jaws and sailed away. 


When shots rang out in the confusion, it was the High Priest Justine who 
slumped over in her seat and began to deflate like a balloon, until she was 
nothing but a flat rubber body that flopped over and fell to the floor, only to be 
stepped on in the aftermath. Clearly, no bullet had done that to her. 

No one could see the invisible Lani, nor could they hear her whisper 
“Evermore, nevermore, an irrevocable spell that she had delighted in finding 
in her studies. And this was the perfect use for it. Justine would forevermore 
be silent and useless. “Take that, you old windbag,’ she muttered when she saw 
it had worked perfectly. 

Afterward Lani ran as fast as she could toward the part of the shore that 
remained unfrozen. She took the gun from her vest and flung it as far as she 
could into the sea. And then, finally, she slipped away to the forest to find her 
father. 





And So It Happened That 


Wren it was all over, in the wee hours of the morning, Mr. Today visited the 


newly created hospital wing of the mansion. There he found Lani dozing on 
the floor next to Alex, and discovered Meghan asleep in a chair near Samheed. 
The old mage roamed from bedside to bedside, offering whatever healing spells 
he could to the people of Artimé who had served and sacrificed for him. 
Eventually he took a chair, settling in near Alex, who was the most seriously 
injured of them all. And while he was glad for the protection spell on Alex’s 
vest, Mr. Today couldn't stop thinking. Had he made a mistake? He buried his 
face in his hands as the ward tossed and turned restlessly, painfully, in the dim 
light around him. The old mage would not sleep that night. 

By morning Gunnar Haluki had arrived. He paced anxiously with his arm 
in a sling, waiting for his daughter to wake up. Claire, who was quite calm 
despite her near-death experience of the previous evening, joined them. 

Claire bent down and kissed her father on the top of the head. “Octavia’s 
working on Florence's legs. She ought to have them solidly reattached by the 
end of the day, walking around good as new’ 

“How’s Octavia'’s stump?” 

“Oh, it’s good. She’s perfectly fine. Though a tad annoyed, since it was her 
eraser appendage. She'll have to adjust a bit until the new one grows in? 

“And the twin, Aaron?” 

“In custody for now. Beside himself over Justine’s death but trying hard 
not to show it” 

“How did Samheed know he wasn't Alex?” 

“Alex is left-handed. Aaron was ready to throw a scatterclip, probably 
aiming at you, Father. He held it in his right hand’ 

Mr. Today pulled on his hair. “Of course,’ he murmured. “Identical twins 
—sometimes a righty and a lefty. I had forgotten that. He’s brilliant to have 
noticed?’ 

“Samheed knows Alex well. Perhaps now he will try to be a bit more like 


» 


him: 


Meghan stirred and opened her eyes. When she saw Gunnar Haluki 
pacing the floor, she sat up, alarmed. “What is he doing here!” she cried out, 
waking Lani in the process. 

“It’s okay, Meghan. Gunnar is on our side, and always has been,’ Claire told 
her. “We kept it a secret to protect him? 

Lani sat up and looked around. Gunnar Haluki stopped in his tracks. 

“Hey, you, Lani said, a sleepy smile spreading across her face. “You're 
pretty sneaky. I couldn't find you last night. Sorry about your shoulder’ 

Gunnar pressed his lips together, perhaps to stop them from quivering, 
and reached out his good arm to her. Lani stumbled over to him and buried 
her face in his shoulder. 

Samheed awoke, his face throbbing, his voice hoarse. “What's going on? 
Good grief, what happened to Alex?” He blinked his good eye in surprise 
when he saw Lani embracing her father, and then glanced at his beside table, 
where Mr. Appleblossom’s small, icelike sword gleamed in the morning light. 
He bit his lip, wincing at the pain but smiling inwardly as he remembered the 
words from his mentor, and his own ultimate save in recognizing Aaron. 
Perhaps it had been enough. Gingerly he rolled onto his side to watch and 
listen. 

Mr. Today gazed over the small group with a tired half smile. All in good 
time, he thought. He rested his eyes on Alex, whose pale face set the mood for 
days to come. But deep down Mr. Today knew that Alex would mend and 
that the boy would rise up, stronger and wiser than before, preparing to take 
on a new role from an ailing mage. It had to happen this way, Marcus thought. 
For him. For Artimeé. 

Alex stirred and opened an eye. When he caught sight of Mr. Today, he 
whispered, “Don't forget ... to go back ... and feed the guards” 

Mr. Today, overcome, nodded his assurances. 

“And... Aaron?” 

Mr. Today hesitated. “We'll take care of him, too?” 

Alex closed his eyes again and slept. 


» YD «« 


Over the next days the mess of broken-down vehicles was cleared from 
Artimé. The remaining Quillitary, none the worse off for the dip in the ice, 


had been immediately freed from the sea, and those who had been attacked 
with permanent spells had been disarmed and released one by one, with the 
understanding that everything had changed, Quill had been defeated, and the 
war was over. 

Samheed was up and around after a day or so, and he joined Lani and 
Meghan at Alex’s side whenever the protectors would allow them to visit. “T 
heard what you did,’ Alex told Samheed. “Thank you’ 

Samheed smiled grimly. “Tm sorry ... about everything,’ he said. 

Alex smiled and held out a weak hand. “T still get to punch you, right?” 

Samheed laughed and shook it. “And I still don’t guarantee what will 
happen if you do? 


Although Alex didn’t know it, Mr. Today spent his nights watching over the 
boy until he fell into an exhausted sleep, at which time Simber took over, both 
of them keeping their worries to themselves. And when Alex finally came 
around for good, even the enormous stone beast shed a private tear, or perhaps 
even two. 

Every day Mr. Today, Gunnar Haluki, and Simber took a trip to the palace 
to check on the guards. And finally, one day, seeing no reason to keep them 
entombed in the palace, Mr. Today removed the spell from the palace 
entrance and set them free. Gunnar Halulki was grateful. So were the guards. 
Simber ... well, not so much. 

And as it happened, no one but Lani knew for sure who had uttered the 
curse that had eliminated the High Priest Justine. At least, that’s what Lani 
thought. Though she wondered deep down if her father knew it had been she. 
They never spoke of it. 


“So, Senior Governor Haluki was the friend you mentioned to me in the 
boat?” Alex asked as he slurped soup, feeling decidedly better, though still 
keeping to his bed for the most part. 

Mr. Today smiled. “Gunnar Haluki and I were fast friends back when 
Justine took that turn for the worse. Gunnar, a young governor, also bought 
into Justine’s plan at first. We desperately wanted her to be right, just as you 
did with Aaron,’ Mr. Today said. 


“And though Gunnar and I kept our relationship a secret from everyone 
else once I moved to the Death Farm, I kept no secrets from my friend. We 
shared our changing thoughts whenever we met together in the wee hours of 
the night in my office. And that is how we formed a plan together. Gunnar 
worked his way up the seniority ladder until he was next in line to the high 
priest, putting himself into the best position to stop the madness.’ 

The mage leaned back in his chair, reminiscing. “If Artimé could have 
lasted five more years without being discovered, my twin sister, Justine, would 
have either retired or died, for despite her strong appearance she was frail as 
could be. And my dear friend Gunnar would have taken over, and together we 
would have tried to right all the wrongs done by Justine. And,’ he admitted, 
“by me?” 

Alex nodded, fascinated, yet exhausted by the simple act of eating lunch. 
“But then I came along; he said, a bit sheepish. 

Mr. Today chuckled softly. “Apparently, my plan with Gunnar wasnt 
meant to be. When the now-infamous Stowe twins emerged, they caused all 
sorts of problems.’ He winked. “Gunnar, because he was loyal to me, agreed to 
be wolf-charmed in order to hide his identity in Artimé and keep his eye on 
you without looking suspicious. He used that very special tube that sits 
protected across the lounge from my office to go back and forth from Quill to 
Artimé. It leads to a variety of horrible places, like a hidden closet in Gunnar’s 
government office, and another in his office at home, and many more? 

Alex stifled a yawn. “You're really clever, Mr. Today, he said sleepily. 

“And you are tired. Get some rest, my boy. Td like to see you walking 
around on the lawn again soon,’ 

“Yes, sir, Alex said, his eyes already closed. But one thing remained on his 
mind. “I want to talk to Aaron, he murmured. 

The mage closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. “I suppose you must, 
eventually,’ he said. But Alex was already asleep. 


The Way It Is With Twins, Redux 


On the eve of the annual Quill Purge, Alex and Aaron Stowe stood face to 


face at the entrance to Artimé, the most neutral place they could agree upon. 
“Thank you for meeting me here; Alex said. 

Aaron nodded coolly. 

“Are you well? Is your leg all right?” 

“Top form, Aaron said. He folded his arms to his chest. 

“Have you seen Father and Mother?” 

“No, and I never plan to. They are beneath me,’ Aaron said. “Have you?” 

“No. Alex had no desire to see them. His sunny, all-forgiving attitude had 
been jaded by the war, and by circumstances, and hed matured a lot after all 
he'd been through in the past year. Survival depended on shrewdness and good 
judgment as well as skill. He knew that now. 

“So. What do you want? I don't have all day’ 

Alex smiled inside, knowing hed won an invisible battle by making Aaron 
ask the question. “I want to know what to expect from you. Are you a friend 
or an enemy? Will you be a part of Artimé now that you know it is real? Or 
are you still set on rebuilding that mess you have in Quill?” 

“I dont plan to reveal my intentions to any Unwanteds, ever’ Aaron 
scowled, trying to look fierce, but with the desolate, bruised land of Quill 
behind him, it wasn’t very convincing. 

“I see,’ Alex said. Despite all he'd been through, he felt a twinge of pity in 
his heart for his brother, even though Aaron had tried to kill him. “T guess 
there's nothing more to say, then.’ 

Aaron hesitated. “I guess not? 

“Well, TIl miss what could have been” Alex gazed into the hardened eyes 
of his twin. 

Aaron stared back and didn’t waver. “You do that? 

Alex stood for a moment longer, and then he nodded and turned on the 
ball of his foot in the gravel. He walked back into Artimé without looking 
back. 


Aaron watched him go, and then he turned toward Quill and strode back 
to his old, rusted-out jalopy, one of the few that remained in working order 
after the battle. He got in, started it up, and chugged up the road toward the 
palace. 


F 


What Remained 


Mz. Today, on the day of the yearly Purge, called a meeting on the lawn for 


all of Artimé. 

“Friends, he said, “I am pleased to tell you that the new high priest of 
Quill, Gunnar Haluki, and I have come to an agreement: Our two lands will 
live separately, in peace’ 

The new High Priest Gunnar, standing behind the crowd in human form 
this time, glanced at his daughter. Lani swiveled around and flashed a smile. 

“Our border will remain open, Mr. Today continued. “Residents of both 
places will be free to come and go as they wish, though it may be some time 
before anyone wishes to step into the other place. Some may never wish to. 

‘As this is quite an unfathomable place for many of the residents of Quill, I 
ask that you treat our visitors with the same respect you give me. The new 
high priest assures me that he will request the same.’ 

An agreeable murmur moved through the crowd. 

“We've also agreed that if Quill chooses to continue to Purge their 
Unwanteds each year, those Unwanteds will be welcomed here with open 
arms, as always, with the understanding that they will not be put to death’ 

Mr. Today continued earnestly as the noise died down. “For those of you 
who eventually wish to find your families and return to Quill, you are free to 
do so, though be prepared for disappointments. Likewise, for those whose ties 
have been severed completely, there are no demands on you. Healing is a slow 
process, and for some, impossible” The old mage’s eyes grew misty as he looked 
out over the survivors, many of whom still carried visible wounds. Even more, 
he thought, catching Alex’s eye, still carry invisible wounds that no magical spell 
can take away. 

He continued. “And for those who wish to invite their families to Artimé, 


» 


you are also free to do so. As you know? he said, and took a deep breath, tears 


streaming down his cheeks freely now, “we never, ever run out of room in 
Artimé’ 

Mr. Today blew his nose into his hanky. Loudly. And then he looked out 
over the throng of Unwanteds and said, “And with that we leave our sorrows 
for another day, because today is a day to celebrate? 

A cheer rose up from the crowd as they began to chant, “To-DAY, To- 
DAY, To-DAY"” 

Marcus Today raised his hand and smiled, softening the chant. He went 
on to say, “Friends, this is the traditional day of the Purge, and High Priest 
Haluki, having had little time to make changes, has carried out the Purge as 
usual—that is the wish of his people. And before you scowl at the practices of 
Quill, please remember that changes take time. Today we welcome the thirty- 
two new members of Artimé, seated in the front row’ 

A round of riotous applause burst forth, causing the fresh, wide-eyed 
group of thirteen-year-olds to cover their ears in wonder. Lani poked Meghan, 
Samheed, and Alex and pointed out her little brother, Henry, just ten years 
old, sitting in the front row. “Father wasn't going to waste any more time in 
getting him here,’ she said, grinning. 

The crowd buzzed, and then their voices died down as Mr. Today 
continued. “For now, let us welcome new friends to Artimé. Let us remember 
the ones we lost. And let us also remember this day as the day we have been 
redeemed. Wear your Unwanted title like a badge of honor, for we have 
prevailed!” 

The crowd erupted in applause and, for those who could manage it, a 
standing ovation for their leader. But Alex couldn't help but recall his 
conversation with Aaron and wonder if everything was really going to be as 
easy as Mr. Today implied. In fact he knew it wouldn't be. 


After the lawn had mostly cleared, Alex remained seated with his friends, not 
quite ready to battle the crowds. Simber nodded to the small group as he 
passed by. Meghan and Samheed lay back on the fresh green lawn, dozing off 
while listening to the platyprots chatter and giggle. When Mr. Today finished 
speaking privately to High Priest Gunnar and they said their goodbyes, Lani 
hopped up, hugged her father, and bid farewell for now, promising a visit soon. 
She plopped down next to Alex once again and leaned back, resting her head 


on his arm and humming a new little song she'd learned the day before from 
Ms. Morning. 

“So, Lani said, “what do you suppose will happen to Aaron? Do you want 
to see him again?” 

“We talked; Alex said. 

“My father says Aaron’s feeling terrible—terrible about hurting you and 
about how he exposed Artimé. That sort of thing. Father says he seems 
sincere. 

“I don't know about that,’ Alex said. “I don’t believe it. He’s quite an actor, 
no matter how much he denies his creativity.’ He closed his eyes and paused, 
thinking. “I just don’t know if I can ever trust him again. I guess maybe it’s like 
Justine and Mr. Today. They grew so far apart, there'd have been no way they 
could ever get back to each other again with all that junk between them. 
Maybe it’s better if he and I don’t see each other again. At least for a while” 

Lani turned to look at Alex. “That’s sort of sad’ 

Alex was quiet. “Yeah, it is.’ 

“I think you'll know if youre ever ready to give it a try,’ Lani said. 

Alex smiled. He reached for a strand of her hair and twirled it lazily on his 
finger, his eyes closed, his heart almost full, his body mostly healed. Things 
werent perfect, and they never would be, he knew. But for a fourteen-year-old 
boy, resting on the lawn in the warm sunshine, the sea gently lapping at the 
shore, his friends all around ... He sighed. At least for now, things were good. 

It was more than any Unwanted could ever hope for. 
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Exposed 


i sun was low over the sea off the shore of Artimé, making the distant islands 


look like flaming drops of lava on the horizon. An enormous winged cheetah 
named Simber came into view, flying over the nearby jungle. Clinging to his 
stone back were four Unwanted teenagers: Alex Stowe, Meghan Ranger, 
Samheed Burkesh, and Lani Haluki, all slipping and sliding and shrieking while 
they tried desperately to hang on. As they approached the lawn, Simber dove, 
nearly losing Lani off his back, but at the last moment grabbing her around the 
waist with his tail. 

Mr. Today looked up at them as he walked toward the mansion from Artimé’s 
entrance. An angry-faced, broken-looking woman walked alongside him. The 
head magician held up his hand to signal Simber, who immediately spanned his 
wings to catch the air, and floated to the ground in a slow, surprisingly gentle 
sort of way. The beast took a dozen long steps before coming to a full stop, and 
then he knelt to let his passengers down. The four slid off and flopped to the 
grass, breathless and laughing. 

Simber growled. He stood again regally on all fours and started walking 
away. “Therrre, now leave me alone,” he said, pretending like he hadn’t enjoyed 
any of it. 

“Thanks, Simber,” Alex called after him. The wind had twisted Alex’s dark 
brown hair into tangled curls. He raked his fingers through it. It was getting 
long, and Alex had good reason for not cutting it. He didn’t want anyone to 
mistake him for his twin brother, Aaron, ever again. He stood up and reached out 
his hand. 

Lani grabbed it and pulled herself to her feet. She adjusted her component 
vest, and then smoothed wisps of straight black hair back into her braid. “I 


almost died,” she said matter-of-factly. “Good thing Simber caught me with his 
tail or Pd be completely dead right now. Not sure I’m ever doing that again, 
Alex.” 

“We would have saved you,” Alex said. “Right, guys? I would have, 
anyway.” 

When Meghan and Samheed didn’t answer, Lani and Alex turned to look at 
them. Samheed’s grin was gone. His face paled and he stared past the others, 
toward Mr. Today and the woman who accompanied him. 

Meghan reached out for Samheed’s arm. “What’s wrong?” she whispered. 
But she knew. They all knew, once they followed Samheed’s gaze. It was the 
same thing that had happened over and over again in the past months, ever since 
Mr. Today had removed the gate between Artimé and Quill. Now Wanteds and 
Necessaries could visit and even reside in the land they never knew existed, and 
see the children they had once condemned to death’the family members they had 
thought were long gone. 

The old mage, his hand on the woman’s elbow, stopped her several yards 
from the group of teens. He turned and spoke to her with an earnest look on his 
face. The wrinkles around her eyes grew deeper, and then she nodded reluctantly 
and stood firm, crossing her arms and tapping one foot slowly on the footpath, as 
if she had to be somewhere. Mr. Today approached alone and stood in front of 
the four friends, a kindly, sympathetic look crinkling about his eyes, and he said 
in a gentle voice, “Samheed, my boy. Your mother has come by to see you.” 





Not All Tea and Roses 


F the months since Artimé and Quill had opened up their border for the first 


time, after the deadly battle that showed Quill that creativity could hold its own 
in a fight, there had been many instances such as the one currently facing 
Samheed. In fact, it was all Mr. Today could do to accomplish his normal 
magely duties, what with the newly installed door knocker to the mansion being 
clacked all the time by frightened-looking visitors, unaccustomed to the bright 
colors and wandering creatures of Artimé. Daily Mr. Today was met with 
Necessaries who wanted to escape their slavelike conditions in Quill and take up 
residence in the magical world of Artimé. Even a Wanted or two who felt the 
urge to rebel and ride the cutting edge of society joined them. Besides, the food 
and the landscape of Artimé were definitely more appealing than the newly 
fractured goings-on in Quill. 

But at this moment, Samheed stared at the mage, his eyes as wide as a 
beavop’s at the hour before dawn. “What does she want?” he asked in a quiet 
voice. “I have nothing to say to her.” And while his tone was solid, he trembled 
inside, because he knew why his mother had finally come. 

“She didn’t say,” Mr. Today said, “but I assume she’d like to talk about your 
father.” 

Samheed nodded, and then stood on tiptoe to peer over the tall mage’s 
shoulder. “She doesn’t look happy,” he said. “But then, I guess she never did.” 
He glanced tentatively at Alex, and then at the girls. “What do you think?” he 
asked gruffly. Samheed was not one to enjoy asking for advice. 

Meghan, her expression hard, spoke up first. “I think you should say no right 
off.” She bit her lip to keep herself from saying more, and her eyes filled with 
angry tears. She blinked hard to disperse them. But she couldn’t contain her 
thoughts. “It’s not worth it, Sam. It’s not. All they do is tell you how much they 
wish you really were dead.” 

Alex looked earnestly at his best friend. “Aw, Meg,” he said, shoving his 


hands into his pockets. He didn’t know what else to add’nothing seemed to 
comfort her these days. She and Sean had gone into Quill to approach their 
parents early on, hoping to be welcomed. But while their parents seemed almost 
pleased to see Sean again after so many years, they held some sort of bitterness 
toward Meghan, blaming her for their sorry lives because she was the second 
Unwanted they’d produced, which made them outcasts in Quill. Meghan hadn’t 
been the same since then. 

All Alex knew was that his own parents hadn’t come by looking for him, and 
that he hadn’t gone into Quill to seek them out, either. It was an easy choice. He 
knew his parents put their full support behind Aaron because Aaron was a 
Wanted. And they always would’that was just the way Mr. and Mrs. Stowe 
were. Alex knew better than to expect a happy reunion. Or a reunion at all. 

Lani touched Samheed’s arm. “You’ll never know unless you talk to her. It 
might be okay,” she said. But they all knew that hers was the rare example of 
things working out okay. Her mother and younger brother, Henry, were now 
living here in Artimé, while her father, Gunnar Haluki, the former spy and new 
high priest of Quill, resided in Quill’s palace for the time being to govern, now 
that the former evil High Priest Justine was dead. 

Samheed twisted the toe of his boot in the grass. “You guys don’t 
understand,” he said. “It’s different for me.” 

“Sam, come on. You didn’t have a choice,” Lani said wearily, as if she’d said 
it more than once before. “And besides, it wasn’t you. It was Mr. 
Appleblossom.” 

“Because of me.” 

Lani’s eyes sparked. “If he hadn’t done it, there’d only be three of us standing 
here right now.” 

No one could refute that, so they remained silent. 

“Mr. Today?” Samheed asked, looking up. He searched the man’s face for 
answers. 

But Mr. Today had none. “The decision is yours alone,” he said. “I’ll stay 
with you if you choose to speak with your mother. And if you choose not to, PH 
ask her to leave.” 

Samheed gazed out over the lawn to the strip of sand at the shore, thinking, 
his jaw set. He muttered bitterly under his breath and turned back to seek 
wisdom once again from the old mage’s eyes. Finally, angrily, he kicked at the 
ground and shook his head at Mr. Today. “Tell her no.” 

Blindly he broke through his circle of friends and headed toward the shore. 
They watched him go, but no one followed. They knew Samheed well enough 
by now to let him brood alone. 





That Mess Called Quill 


hess Stowe stepped outside the university into the hot, gray morning and 


scanned the road toward the palace, the peak of which he could just barely see 
from this distance. This tallest point of the palace was bent just slightly to one 
side, almost as if it had to hunch over to fit under the barbed-wire ceiling of 
Quill, or perhaps it helped hold up this sky border along with the forty-foot-high 
walls that encircled the land. 

Aaron remembered the times he’d spent in the palace as assistant secretary 
when the High Priest Justine was alive. Only months ago he’d had so much 
going for him’his highly praised creation of the Favored Farm for the Wanteds, 
the solution to the poor Quillitary vehicle performance, and the big fix for the 
water shortage throughout Quill. He’d had vast plans to work his way into senior 
governor status and someday rule the land. But all his hopes and aspirations 
were shattered by former Senior Governor Haluki, who had stripped Aaron of 
his title and all the privileges that went with it, sending him back to university 
like an ordinary Wanted. 

Aaron cursed the name of Artimé and all that belonged to it, for it had opened 
up so much chaos and insanity into his structured, regulated world. The only 
good thing was that Haluki was being extremely cautious about making changes, 
and hadn’t ventured to do much of anything yet. Though, Aaron mused, if 
Haluki did make a drastic change and Quill rebelled, Aaron might just have the 
faintest chance at becoming something once again. 

He wrinkled up his nose. The smell outside was getting worse every day. 
Garbage piled up along the streets, and waste of all kinds was not getting buried 
properly. Quill was turning into a giant cesspool now that half the Necessaries 
had left their duties here and flocked to Artimé. None of the Wanteds would take 
over such menial, dirty tasks’that was sure. It was far beneath them. So things 
sat as they were until the remaining Necessaries could get around to it after their 
regular tasks were completed. It wouldn’t be long, Aaron knew, before Quill was 
in real trouble. The only question was how Aaron could capitalize on this latest 


development now that his glorious leader was dead. He pinched the bridge of his 
nose, remembering. Wishing. Dear High Priest Justine . . . if you only knew 
what they’ve done to us. He felt a rare pang in his chest at the memory of her but 
stifled it immediately knowing full well she’d have condemned anyone for 
feeling things. 

Across the narrow road two men paused in their walk to look at the mess in 
the ditch. “I went to Haluki yesterday about this,” one said to the other. 

“Useless thug.” 

“Shh,” the first said, looking over his shoulder. “He’s the high priest.” 

“Still,” said the second. “What’s he doing about it? What’s his big solution to 
this mess? S-s-songing?” He stumbled on the unfamiliar word. 

“He suggested we clean it up ourselves,” the first said, picking his teeth with 
a makeshift toothpick and then tossing it onto the pile of junk. “And milk the 
cows, too, while we’re at it. Can you imagine that?” 

A group of three walkers approached and overheard the conversation. They 
congregated to offer their complaints as well. “He told me to pick my own corn 
if I want corn,” one said. “Looked me right in the eye and said it.” The others 
shook their heads in disbelief. 

Just then a group of university boys brushed past Aaron on their way into the 
building. “Hello,” Aaron said, but the boys ignored him, as everyone had done 
since the battle. Ever since people found out he’d had a hand in this whole mess. 
Aaron kept his expression cool. He looked down at the dirt and then he closed 
his eyes for a moment. With a heavy sigh, he turned and followed them inside. 


DYKK 


Aaron sat down on the edge of the meager bed in his university dorm room, 
elbows propped on his knees, chin resting in his hands. He stared at the bare wall 
across from him, where there once was a door for a short amount of time in the 
middle of a fateful night. But the wall held no answers to his now frequently 
asked questions. What was to become of him? How could this have happened? 
Here he sat, powerless. Stripped of his title and his access to the palace, scorned 
by his classmates so much that he’d begun skipping classes, hated by Unwanteds 
far and wide for trying to impersonate his twin brother’who was apparently so 
beloved by them’in the heat of the battle. And dismissed, considered worthless 
by all the other governors. 

Aaron felt his chest tighten in fury. He closed his eyes, concentrating, willing 
himself to be calm but failing miserably. He felt like shouting all the vilest 
words he could think of at the top of his voice. He felt like stringing up Alex, 
High Priest Haluki, and that freakishly genteel Mr. Today, and making them 


suffer the way he was suffering now. 

A strange growling sound began in the back of Aaron’s throat, almost like a 
roar, and it escaped with a loud huff of air. “Garr!” He gripped the fabric edge of 
his flimsy mattress and twisted it, tensing all the muscles in his body, his face 
growing very hot. It was both frightening and liberating to let such feelings 
happen, and he knew he should stop, but in this case there was no turning back. 
“Raaah!” he said this time. And then “GRRAAH!” He flipped over on the bed, 
facedown now, and pounded it with his fists, trying to let out the uncontrollable 
noises into the thin blanket so that they were muffled. He couldn’t let anyone 
hear him. He wasn’t sure what they’d do. 

And then his eyes began to sting. Like giant dusty craters in the most desolate 
part of Quill, his eyes, unaccustomed to tears, achingly filled and threatened to 
spill. 

But he held them in. Heaving on the bed, emotion spewing forth in every 
breath, Aaron brought his hands to his closed lids and pressed back the tears. His 
throat ached and it felt like something was stuck there. “Calm down,” he 
whispered. “Calm down.” His breaths slowed, and he wiped his face. He lay 
there for a moment more, realizing the grave extent of personal weakness he’d 
just shown. 

Quickly he got off the bed, ashamed of his behavior. He went to his bucket of 
tepid water and dipped his hand in. He splashed the water on his face, carelessly 
allowing the excess to drip on the floor, wasting it. 

“Great land of Quill,” he muttered. He dried his face with his sleeve. “Come 
on. Get a grip, Stowe.” 

He turned back to his bed to straighten out the blanket. And then he sat at his 
tiny table and opened his textbook on the history of Quill. A small headache had 
formed between his eyes, so he pushed his thumb and forefinger into the inner 
points of his brows, trying to massage the pain away. The words blurred, but one 
pulsing thought pressed through. His mantra. I am strong! May Quill prevail 
with all I have in me! 

A moment later there was a knock on his door. He froze. Had someone heard 
him cry out? 

“Who’s there?” he asked. 

Aaron heard a shuffle outside his door, and four armed Quillitary soldiers 
burst through the door into the room. Aaron stood immediately, his chair 
scraping the floor and nearly tipping over. His eyes widened. He’d met them all 
before. 

“Former Assistant Secretary Aaron Stowe?” said the apparent leader in a 
gruff voice. 


“Obviously.” 

“You’re being terminated.” 

Aaron’s heart leaped to his throat. Terminated? As in “sent to the Ancients 
Sector’? As in “put to sleep”? It couldn’t be’they didn’t do that to young, 
healthy Wanteds. He struggled to regain the confident demeanor he’d projected 
on these people just months before. “What do you mean?” 

“Your presence is no longer required at the university.” 

Aaron shook his head. “I don’t understand what you are saying.” 

“Pack your things,” the man said icily, taking a step toward Aaron. “You are 
no longer welcome here.” 





Problems Unforeseen 


Lea day more and more Necessaries invaded Artimé. Mr. Today insisted that 


the Unwanteds treat their new neighbors with the utmost respect, but it was 
difficult when they were turning up left and right, asking endless questions. 
“What’s that noise coming from the bushes?” “Where exactly is the Great Lake 
of Boiling Oil?” “Do the creatures bite?” It was becoming annoying. Even Ms. 
Octavia, the octogator art instructor, occasionally chomped her teeth together at 
them when she couldn’t take them staring any longer at her seven flowing 
appendages (the eighth one was still just a nub, in the process of regenerating 
after having been lopped off in the battle). 

And then there was the question of magic. Would the Necessaries be allowed 
to learn and perform it? What about attending classes? And using the tubes? 

“All newcomers will be allowed the same rights as the Unwanteds,” Mr. 
Today declared at his now-weekly address on the lawn. “It will become clear 
who is capable of magic and who is not. For those who are, we’re exceedingly 
grateful to have you on our side should we ever be forced to fight again.” 

While the Necessaries looked on as if they’d been given the first gift of their 
lives, some of the Unwanteds grumbled. But Mr. Today only smiled at the 
grumblers and said lightly, “Let’s not create a whole new class of Unwanteds, all 
right?” That seemed to change some Unwanteds’ minds in a hurry. 

Mr. Today appointed Alex’s class of Unwanteds’twenty all together’to be 
teachers and tour guides to the newcomers. “You all remember the transition 
well, and you know oodles more than the most recent group,” he said. 
“Remember how strange it was those first days, and how confusing? I think your 
class will be of great help and comfort to them, and to me as well.” His voice 
sounded tired. 

Alex studied the man. His face was looking a bit drawn these days, and Alex 
wondered if Mr. Today was getting any sleep at all. “We’ll take care of it,” he 
said. The rest of the group murmured their compliance. 


Mr. Today coupled his hands together. “Splendid,” he said. “Meghan, why 
don’t you and... .” He tapped his finger to his lips, searching the group, his eyes 
finally landing on one of the less vocal Unwanteds. “Cole Wickett. Yes, Meghan 
and Cole, you two put your heads together and organize this mess for me, will 
you?” 

Cole Wickett, unused to being singled out by the great mage, blushed 
profusely and nodded. 

“Of course we will,” said Meghan, her eyes actually lighting up at the task, 
and she looked eager for the first time in a month. She took after her favorite 
instructor, Ms. Morning, who was also Mr. Today’s daughter, and a very 
organized woman. This was perfect for Meghan, as she knew she needed 
something challenging to occupy her mind these days. 

“Wonderful.” Mr. Today turned to Alex. “And I’d like to see you in my office 
after lunch, please.” 

Alex hadn’t spent much time at all in Mr. Today’s office since the night 
Aaron had come through the magical 3-D doorway, except for occasional 
nighttime visits to check the blackboards. “Yes, sir,” he said. So much had 
changed since then. 

They dispersed, leaving Meghan and Cole to organize the orientation process 
for the newcomers. 

“Look at them,” Samheed said to Alex and Lani with eyes narrowed. “Don’t 
they look nice together?” 

Alex glanced at Meghan and Cole, and opened his mouth to agree, but Lani 
poked him in the ribs and gave him a knowing smile. He turned his quizzical 
look to her, instead, and mouthed, “What?” 

Lani rolled her eyes. She motioned toward Samheed with her thumb, and then 
looked back at Meghan. “He’s jealous,” she mouthed back at him. 

Alex squinted. “Huh?” he said aloud. 

Lani sighed. “Nothing.” She turned to Samheed. “Yes,” she said. “They do 
look sort of cozy. I didn’t know they were friends.” 

“He’s Ms. Morning’s student too. A drummer.” Samheed kept watching 
Meghan over his shoulder and he nearly stumbled over a platyprot. “Watch it, 
fuzzball,” Samheed said to the magical bird. 

The platyprot hopped and tumbled out of the way, mumbling, “Watch it, 
fuzzball. Watch it, fuzzball.” Its voice mimicked Samheed’s sarcasm. Two 
nearby Necessaries stared at it and backed away, confused. 

Lani started to explain platyprots to the Necessaries, but then she stopped. 
She’d figured out the strange-looking birds just fine on her own. The new people 
would too. So instead she just offered them a reassuring smile, linked arms with 


Samheed and Alex, and pulled them along to the mansion for lunch. 

Afterward Alex made his way to the foyer where Simber towered motionless 
on his pedestal on one side of the door. On the other side stood Florence, another 
enormous living statue who often led the Unwanteds in warrior training. Alex 
climbed the marble stairs to the upper level, past the brand-new hallway that Mr. 
Today had created in order to hold the newcomers, the families’ hallway, the 
boys’ hallway, and the girls’ hallway (which he couldn’t see), to the very last 
hallway off the balcony. A mostly secret hallway it was, since very few knew it 
was there. Samheed knew. Will Blair had been another who could see it back 
when he was alive. 

Alex entered the wide, wood-planked hall and went past two sets of 
mysterious-looking doors to the place where the invisible glass wall sometimes 
stood. Alex gingerly reached his hand out, feeling for it, having once smashed 
into it quite ferociously, and never wanting to do that again. But the glass was 
down, and Alex proceeded to the end of the hallway, where a giant picture 
window allowed one to overlook much of Artimé and the entrance to Quill. 

On the right side of the hallway was a small kitchen with some strange 
mechanical-looking things and a tube that Mr. Today had said led to nasty 
places. And on the left was the door to Mr. Today’s office, which stood open. 
The old magician looked up and smiled warmly when Alex approached. 

“Ah! Hello again, my dear boy,” Mr. Today said, leaning back in his chair 
and stretching his arms up over his head. Nimbly he propped his feet up on his 
desk and waved Alex into the room. “Sit down, sit down. I’ve been thinking 
about you quite a lot lately. Quite a lot indeed,” he said. “You see, I believe 
you’re the one person in all of Artimé who can help me.” 





A Job Like No Other 


On, wow, really?” Alex asked with a nervous laugh. “Me?” He blinked, not 


knowing what else to say. He sat down a little straighter than usual in the chair 
and tried not to glance at the blackboards behind the old mage, but they were so 
tempting, flashing from scene to scene in Quill. Alex could ignore most of them, 
but he couldn’t keep his eyes off the blackboard that showed the university, 
including his brother’s dorm room. 

“Yes, you,” said Mr. Today, rocking slightly back and forth in his chair in a 
most comfortable manner. “I’ve thought and thought over the past months. 
Years, actually, but that was in a much broader sense, of course. I’ve been more 
focused these last months. Since that day in the boat, actually. And I’m quite 
sure.” 

Alex tried to follow what Mr. Today was saying, but truthfully he had no idea 
what they were talking about. “Mm-hmm,” he said. 

“And really, there are others that could, but none actually willing, you see. 
Like Claire for instance’Ms. Morning. Completely able, completely unwilling.” 
Mr. Today clucked his tongue. 

“Ms. Morning.” Alex nodded absently. He watched the blackboard when his 
brother’s room came on the screen, and wished it would just freeze there. He 
stared at it and muttered, “Freeze.” But the scene changed as always, rotating 
through a few different university views. 

“Yes, and I don’t blame her. She’s seen enough all right. But she’ll be 
wonderful help. No doubt about that. Besides, I’ve just not had this knowing 
feeling about anybody else before now. ” 

Alex turned his attention back to Mr. Today. Sheepishly, he said, “I’m 
terribly sorry, Mr. Today. Um . . . what are we talking about, again? Ms. 


Morning is what?” 

Mr. Today smiled and shuffled through papers on his desk. “Good question. 
What are we talking about, indeed? I should start again from the beginning this 
time, I imagine.” He chuckled to himself as he sometimes did when trying to 
explain very large, complicated things. 

Alex, mystified, nodded. 

“You see, Alex,” Mr. Today said, and he abruptly stopped rocking his chair, 
took his feet off the desk, and leaned forward earnestly, “once we’ve made it 
through this lengthy transition period with the open border and the Necessaries 
and whatnot, I’ve decided that it’s time I take a little holiday.” 

“A ...a what? Where would you go? To Quill?” Alex thought he knew what 
a holiday was, but no one really talked about them here’ definitely not in Quill, as 
there was nowhere to go, and not here, either, because no one desired to leave. 
Alex’s first experience with the word was in Quill’a “holiday” was the day of the 
year that the Unwanteds were purged. Here in Artimé they celebrated a holiday 
on the same day, but it was to welcome the Unwanteds. Alex didn’t think Mr. 
Today meant it like either of those. But then there was the literature Alex had 
studied with Mr. Appleblossom in Actors’ Studio. They’d read plays in which 
characters took holidays that consisted of weeks at a time. Characters would 
leave home to see the world. 

“Dear me, no. Not Quill. I visit there often enough for my weekly peace 
meeting with Gunnar.” Mr. Today scratched his head. “No .. . I’ve been longing 
for quite some time now to go elsewhere.” He ran his bony fingers through his 
shock of white hair, making it stand quite straight up, impressively defying 
gravity. “I want to visit the island where Justine and I grew up, before we left 
everything and started life here in Quill all those years ago.” 

Alex stared. “But...” 

“And in order to do that, I’ll need some help running things here.” He tilted 
his head and looked pointedly at Alex. 


“What, you mean... me?” Alex almost didn’t say it, because it sounded so 
ludicrous. 

“You, and others. But mostly you, yes.” 

“Why?” 


Mr. Today smiled warmly. “Because, Alex. Don’t you see? Don’t you 
understand? Remember our conversation in the boat, when we were on the way 
to the palace during the battle?” 

Alex struggled to remember, but that day was fuzzy in his mind from the 
severe injuries he’d sustained when Aaron had tried to kill him shortly after that 
ride. 


“T told you that Justine was my twin. And I mentioned that I felt a certain 
closeness with you because of the twin connection, and the way we understand 
things. Do you remember that?” 

“Oh.” Alex nodded. “Yes, I remember.” 

“So now, over the years to come, I want to teach you everything about 
Artimé’how we got here, how I created things, how the world runs. This and 
that. Here and there. Then and now.” He drummed his fingertips on the desk as 
if they were the musical accompaniment to this announcement. 

Alex sat, stunned. “Wait. You want to teach all of that . . . to me.” He almost 
laughed. “Why? I’m just a kid.” 

“Several reasons, really. Younger people learn faster and are able to retain 
more information in their brains, for one, so that makes your age absolutely 
ideal. And because I need a temporary replacement so I can take a vacation’I’ve 
worked every day for fifty years, after all. Every day. I think it’s time for a 
break.” His eyes were bright at the thought. “Pl also need a permanent 
replacement one day for obvious reasons,” he said, pointing to his wrinkled face 
and tired eyes. “I’m not getting any younger.” 

Alex looked at Mr. Today in horror. He didn’t want to think about that. 

Seeing Alex’s stricken face, Mr. Today smiled and continued matter-of- 
factly. “Oh, Pl live at least another five or ten years, perhaps even more. I feel 
perfectly fine now, I assure you, but isn’t this the best time for me to train 
someone? This is not a job to be learned overnight’it took me years to build 
Artimé to the grandness that you see here today, and it’ll take quite some time to 
teach it all to you, especially when you’re still studying with your instructors 
every day.” 

“But...” Alex hardly knew where to start. 

Mr. Today went on. “And, well, obviously I know you are young and want 
some time for fun. Fourteen . . . you’ve hardly lived.” He gazed thoughtfully 
somewhere beyond Alex for a moment. “We were fourteen when Justine and I 
discovered this island and began planning Quill.” Abruptly he turned back to 
Alex. “But you’ll have time to grow up and do other things too, of course. This 
is a long process and’” 

Alex, feeling a bit overwhelmed, interrupted. “But I don’t understand why 
somebody else can’t do it. What about Ms. Morning?” 

“As I mentioned earlier in my babbling, she’s not interested. She is highly 
capable and will be a tremendous help to you while I am traveling, but she is not 
the future leader of Artimé.” 

“What about Ms. Octavia? Or Mr. Appleblossom, or Sean Ranger or any of 
the other adults?” 


Mr. Today shook his head. “They have their own purposes and passions in 
life, in Artimé. They have other responsibilities’big ones, important ones. They 
love what they do. And besides, they are not suited for the role or I would have 
been working with them already.” 

“And you’re saying I’m suited for the role?” Alex stared at Mr. Today. 

“Perfectly.” 

“How can you possibly know that?” Alex wasn’t trying to be offensive’he 
truly wanted to know. 

“Alex, your brother, Aaron .. .” Mr. Today paused, preparing his words. 
“Consider this with me for a moment, and if I am wrong, I invite you to say so.” 
He leaned forward. “I truly believe, my dear boy, that Aaron’s power-hungry 
days are far from over. I think . . . I think you know that already.” 

Alex lowered his head. 

“Am I wrong?” Mr. Today asked in a gentle voice. 

“I don’t know.” But he knew that if he had to bet his life on it, he would bet 
that Mr. Today was totally correct. “No, you’re right.” 

“The recent battle is done. But if we are honest with ourselves’and I think we 
always must be if we are to prevail’we’ll admit that our battle with Quill was 
probably not the only one we’ll ever see. It was simply the first. Justine is dead, 
but Aaron Stowe is as smart and determined as you are.” He placed his hands on 
the desk before him and leaned toward Alex. With an urgent whisper, he said, 
“Don’t you see, Alex? The Marcus and Justine battle is being reborn right now, 
this year, this very day. It’s being reborn in you and Aaron.” 

Alex’s eyes widened but he remained deathly still. 

“And I’m very sorry it’s happening,” Mr. Today said. After a moment, he 
continued with great hope in his voice. “Be assured, my boy. Be assured! You 
are already doing so much better than I did. You’ve already proven yourself and 
your loyalty. Artimé needs you desperately. Alex, you are the one who knows 
Aaron best. And I hate to say this, but as long as he is alive, he is Artimé’s most 
powerful enemy.” Mr. Today looked into Alex’s eyes. “Quite simply, we need 
you.” 

Alex shifted in his seat and looked away, staring instead at Mr. Today’s hands 
for a long moment. It was all too much. The pressure was blinding. He shook his 
head and said softly, “But Mr. Today, what if I don’t want to have a lifelong 
battle with my brother?” He lifted his gaze once again. 

The mage pressed his lips together, and then slowly pushed back from his 
intense pose and sat in his chair once again without a word, perhaps stunned by 
this, the simplest question he’d never considered. 

Just then, over Mr. Today’s shoulder, the university blackboard switched to 


Aaron’s room. Out of habit, and despite the serious conversation at hand, Alex 
glanced at it. Then he leaned forward and stared at it hard. A second later he 
stood up in alarm. “What are they doing to him?” 

Mr. Today, who had turned abruptly in his chair toward the blackboards when 
he saw that Alex’s attention had been diverted, watched the scene. His jaw 
slacked in surprise. When the picture changed, Mr. Today bounded from his 
chair as if he were an energetic teenager and ran out of his office, across the hall, 
and into the kitchenette. “We’ll talk again soon,” he called out to Alex. With a 
grim look on his face, he stepped into the forbidden tube and disappeared. 





Aaron the Streeted 


Aio Stowe, the Wanted, former assistant secretary to the High Priest Justine, 


former future senior governor, former future high priest of the great land of 
Quill, stared at the Quillitary soldiers encroaching upon him in the tiny room. 
And as much as he wanted to boom loudly at them, “Away from me, or the high 
priest will have your necks!” he knew’and worse, they knew’that he had no 
authority anymore. 

Instead, in as big a voice as he could draw upon, which wasn’t very big at all, 
he said, “I demand to know what you are doing here.” Something crackled in his 
throat on the second syllable of “demand,” and the pitch stayed especially high 
for another two beats, which made two of the Quillitary soldiers snicker and 
repeat the words exactly as Aaron had said them. 

Aaron took a step backward, feeling the heel of his shoe brush against the 
wall behind him. He had nowhere to go. 

“Pack up his things!” the Quillitary leader ordered. “Get him out of here.” 

“No,” Aaron whispered. His hands quivered, and he clenched them tight to 
stop it. 

The soldiers pulled Aaron’s change of clothing from the dresser drawer, 
gathered his washcloth, towel, his few toiletries, and his books, and they stuffed 
everything into Aaron’s book bag. One soldier shoved the bag into Aaron’s chest 
as hard as he could, slamming him against the wall and knocking the wind out of 
him. Aaron gasped and doubled over, trying to breathe, reaching desperately to 
grasp the bag as it fell, and just managing to slip his fingers around the strap and 
hang on. Two other soldiers flanked him, grabbed him by the arms, and pulled 
him back to his feet. They marched him out of his dorm room, down the hall, 
and out the university entrance. Other students scrambled to get out of their way, 
and then watched guardedly as one of their own top students was ousted in 
disgrace. 


Once outside, the soldiers gave him a final shove. Aaron tripped and fell to 
the dirt road. He cowered near the ground for a moment as the soldiers climbed 
into their Quillitary vehicle and painstakingly brought it to life, screeching and 
groaning. When it finally put-putted down the road at a snail’s pace, Aaron 
shakily rose to his feet. He dusted off his pants, picked up his book bag, and 
dusted that off too. And all the while he was thinking over and over, Where am I 
to go now? 

When he had dusted off everything that could be dusted, he glanced over his 
shoulder at the people watching him from the university, and notched his chin 
just slightly higher in an attempt at regaining some dignity. He looked to his 
right toward the amphitheater and the Necessary housing quadrants where his 
parents lived, and then to the left, toward the Quillitary Sector and the palace. 

Finally, summoning up a bit of courage, he turned to the right and started 
walking. 





Alex the Ponderer 


Rigs watched the blackboard anxiously as bits of Aaron’s ousting appeared 


before him. From Aaron’s dormitory room to the lobby to the exterior of the 
building, Alwex caught much of the story. And while Alex had known for a 
while that his twin could never be trusted again, he couldn’t help feeling a 
twinge in his chest when he imagined how Aaron must feel. 

When there was nothing more to see, and since Mr. Today didn’t return, Alex 
eventually peeled his eyes away from the screens and went back to his regular 
class schedule, troubled though he was. Later that night Clive, Alex’s interactive 
blackboard, announced that a message had arrived from Mr. Today. 

“Well, what is it?” Alex asked. 

“All is well,” Clive read. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Clive just stared at Alex. “Well, Alex, I think it means everything has gone 
completely haywire.” 

“You know,” Alex said, “I could do without the sarcasm once in a while.” 

“T do indeed know that.” Clive smiled saucily and disappeared. 


DYKK 


Still puzzled over the pithy report, yet feeling a tiny bit better about things, Alex 
fell asleep pondering the unusual discussion he’d had with Mr. Today. 

He didn’t tell his friends or anyone else about Mr. Today’s sudden insistence 
that Alex would one day become Artimé’s leader. But over the next days Alex 
began to notice something strange: an occasional toothy smile from Ms. Octavia; 
an encouraging glance from Mr. Appleblossom; a rare nod from Simber as Alex 
walked with his friends to the dining room one day. 

“What was that about?” Lani asked Alex. Simber rarely acknowledged 
students when he was sitting at his post by the front door, for he was often quite 
occupied with sampling the air for anything unusual, listening for things that 
might indicate an attack was imminent. He took his job as Mr. Today’s primary 


mansion guard very seriously. 

Alex shrugged. “Maybe he has an itch. Could be fleas.” He glanced back 
fearfully at Simber after he said it, remembering too late the statue’s incredible 
sense of hearing. Simber narrowed his eyes at Alex. “Sorry,” he mouthed at the 
giant beast. And he was sorry. He just didn’t know how to handle Lani’s 
question, or how to explain. 

He also didn’t know how to explain to Mr. Today that he would be happy to 
help in whatever way he could, but that Mr. Today had definitely made a grave 
mistake, and Alex would not be taking over any magely leadership roles now or 
in the future. 

Later Alex and Lani headed to the somewhat accidentally hidden third floor 
of the library, which both Alex and Samheed had discovered last year. Lani and 
Meghan now knew about it as well, and the four often did their homework 
together there quite undisturbed but for the occasionally yawning tiki statue that 
had once saved Alex, and the blackboard with a rare announcement. 

While Lani worked on history and literature, Alex created a list of reasons 
why he’d be absolutely, positively no good as the next leader of Artimé. 


1. Just not great in all the various branches of the arts. Strong in 
painting/drawing/writing but weak in singing and only so-so in acting and 
performance. 

2. Kind of a pathetic weakling. No muscles. 

3. Almost ruined the world when the governors came last year. Would 
probably accidentally destroy it all single-handedly. 

4. Not really into the lifelong family fight thing. Would rather ignore 
problems like Aaron because they will probably go away. 

5. Not exactly fond of having to deal with any other problems, either. 

6. Lack of confidence . . . after what happened last time. 


Alex stared at the last one, remembering the pain of Aaron sending that 
deadly scatterclip at him. He rubbed the tiny scar on his chest, near his heart. It 
was still pink, and his skin was sensitive there. He’d been confident back then, 
almost cocky about his abilities. To be injured so badly by someone who did 
magic accidentally’it was a blow all right. And, actually, still a little bit too hard 
to talk about. He turned his pencil around to erase number six. 

Lani looked up from her work and watched Alex wiping tiny bits of eraser off 
his notebook page. She reached across the table and tapped his hand. “What are 
you working on?” 

He lifted his head and couldn’t help but smile at the earnest look on her face. 
“Wow. Did you know that in the light from this table, your eyes are seriously 


bright blue?” he asked. “I wish paint came in that color.” 

Lani blushed. She pulled her hand back self-consciously. “Well, if anybody 
can make that color, it’s you,” she said. “Maybe you should work on that.” 

“Maybe I will,” Alex said. He held her eyes for a moment longer, 
remembering the time he kissed her cheek during Magical Warrior Training. He 
smiled impishly and looked down at his notebook again, sobering as he read 
over his reasons. It didn’t take much for him to realize that Lani or even Meghan 
or Samheed would make a much better ruler of Artimé than he. 

After a moment he asked, still staring at his list, “Can I tell you a secret?” 

“Sure.” 

“You have to promise not to say anything to anybody.” 

Lani hesitated. “Okay. I promise.” She put her pencil down and folded her 
arms in front of her, ready to listen. 

Alex looked up at her. He bit his lip. 

“Well?” Lani prompted. 

“T... well, you see, Mr. Today .. .” He couldn’t say it. It sounded so insane. 
“Crud. Never mind. I’m sorry.” 

Lani frowned. “Okaaay.” 

“T shouldn’t have said anything. It’s just dumb anyway.” 

Lani shrugged. “Whatever.” She pulled her book toward her and focused on 
it, and then’ quite ceremoniously’turned her chair to the side so she wasn’t facing 
Alex anymore. 

Alex squeezed his eyes shut and muttered under his breath. And then he 
looked at her profile for a long moment. The way her hair parted at her shoulder, 
her olive skin tanned by the sun. Her perfect nose and lips. He flipped the page 
of his notebook and sketched her. 

When he was finished, he wrote in tiny letters in the bottom right corner: 

For Lani, for always. 

Alexander Stowe 

He pulled the page out of the notebook, took a tiny piece of translucent rubber 
from his pocket, dropped it on the center of the drawing, and said, “Preserve.” 
The rubber melted and spread quickly to the edges, and the paper developed a 
glossy sheen that made it virtually indestructible. 

Lani looked up when she heard Alex’s magical utterance. 

Alex slid the drawing over to her and watched as her eyes flitted over it, 
coming to rest on the words. She smiled then, studied it a moment longer, folded 
it carefully, and put it in her pocket. 





Aimless 


k didn’t take long for Aaron to realize that he could never go home to his 


parents’not if he wanted to retain a shred of class distinction. A Wanted going 
back to a Necessary family? It stank of defeat and mistaken classification. And 
while his feet carried him in the direction of the Necessary quadrants, Aaron 
knew that he would not stop there, nor would he indicate in any way that he was 
doing anything more than taking a walk for his own pleasure . . . in the 
odoriferous, scorching heat. 

As night fell Aaron’s feet grew tired. He approached the Necessary housing, 
unable to stop himself from stealing a glimpse of number 54-43 as he passed by 
his family’s row. It felt so familiar after years of walking home from school this 
way, yet that place was no longer home, nor could it ever be called home again. 
He increased his pace along the road and flipped up his shirt collar to partially 
shield his face, hoping none of his former neighbors would recognize him. But 
soon he discovered that the neighborhoods were all eerily quiet. Everyone is in 
Artimé, Aaron realized after a while. 

Soon he left the housing quadrants behind and the land grew desolate. Late 
that evening he neared the well-lit entrance to the magical world and slowed his 
pace. Two stone gargoyles sat together on one side of the entrance, startling 
Aaron when they stood up and walked away. 

Looking in, Aaron saw people and creatures on the lawn, laughing and having 
a good time. Eating and drinking and resting. A cool breeze blew through the 
opening, and Aaron closed his eyes, letting it wash over him. He swallowed 
hard, his throat parched. It would be so easy to sneak in and get something to eat 
and drink, he thought. Except for one minor problem. 

He heard a snort and felt a hot, moist blast of air on his face. He opened his 
eyes and stumbled backward, knowing from experience what it was. 

Arija, one of four enormous, silky-furred, long-necked creatures called 
girrinos, whose duty it was to guard the entrance, knew Aaron by smell now and 


had smelled him coming. “You again,” she said. 

“What of it? I thought everyone was welcome here.” 

“If you meant us no harm, you’d be welcome. But we’ve seen no sign of that. 
What do you want?” 

Aaron shrugged. “I’m just taking a walk.” 

“Looks like you’re just standing.” 

“You have something against me standing in Quill now?” 

“Not at all. Stand there all you like. Enjoy the fresh air.” Arija sat down 
facing him, the ground shaking slightly when she did so. Her face was still at eye 
level with the boy. “You want to talk? Let’s talk. What’s new at the university? 
How are things going for you now? Are you enjoying the stench as much as the 
others who have decided to come here to stay?” 

Aaron scowled. “Be quiet.” He could see High Priest Haluki’s family sitting 
on a blanket, eating and drinking, and a wave of fury swept through him. 

“Ooh, such a mouth on you. Do you speak to your mother that way? I should 
hope not.” 

“Silence!” Aaron said. 

Arija laughed merrily. “Such a demanding tone. I’m sure everyone pays great 
attention to you when you do that’all your minions. Where are they, by the 
way?” She tilted her head. “Didn’t you travel with guards once upon a time?” 

Without a word, Aaron cast a final furtive glance at the food and water inside 
the gate, and then he turned away from Arija and began walking once again. 

“Sweet dreams,” Arija called out. 

Aaron clenched his fists and shoved them into his pockets, scratching his 
knuckles on the harsh fabric. He walked until he was out of sight of Artimé, 
cursing Haluki and Mr. Today and his own brother for being the cause of all the 
bad that had happened to him. 

When there were no more lights to guide him in this remotest part of Quill, he 
moved off the road and sank to the ground against the wall to sleep. He stayed 
there in the shadow of the wall for two days. 


DYKK 


On the third morning Aaron ignored the few travelers passing by and staring at 
him. He got up and continued walking, quite weak for lack of water in this heat, 
but what else could he do? He began to search the ditches for anything that could 
be considered edible or drinkable, but he knew his chances of finding anything 
were terrible since it was against the law to throw away food, and there wasn’t 
enough to eat or drink in Quill to make anyone wish to throw it away in the first 
place. 


Aaron pondered it all from his new perspective of homeless and hungry’and 
he began to wonder why anyone would wish to stay in Quill when life looked so 
good in Artimé. If he were high priest, he knew what he’d do. He’d make Quill 
better than Artimé. He’d create more food’an abundance of food. And he’d 
utilize the ocean he never knew existed until a few months ago. Indeed, he had 
to question ( but only slightly) the sanity of the High Priest Justine to keep such 
a thing a secret when it held so much potential. It was puzzling. 

If Aaron were high priest, he’d create a way to make that nasty seawater 
drinkable. And he’d open up a passage to the water on this side of Quill and 
figure out if there was anything in the ocean’like some sort of chicken of the 
sea’that people could actually eat. Wouldn’t that be something? he thought. An 
endless supply of food. He grew nearly delirious at the thought. 

As the day wore on, Aaron found himself on exactly the opposite side of the 
island from the university’near the Ancients Sector and burial area. There were a 
few people around, and Aaron wondered briefly if his father might be out 
digging graves today, but then realized it was late and all the Necessaries who’d 
stayed in Quill would have headed home by now, or out to do the jobs of the 
traitors who'd left. 

Aaron stopped at the death post, a tall, branchless, dead tree trunk that had 
been anchored into the dirt and was leaning against the burial shed. On it were 
posted the most recent deaths. He took a long look at the list of names of the 
recently departed, though it wasn’t very up-to-date since only teachers were 
allowed to write, and they didn’t have time to stop at the Ancients Sector very 
often to update the list. Only the Wanteds got their names listed, but this list was 
longer than usual due to the battle with Artimé. 

His eyes moved to General Blair’s name, and then to the High Priest Justine. 
Aaron stared at it reverently. His throat was scorched from thirst, but now it 
ached even more from the sorrow he knew he shouldn’t feel. With significant 
effort in his weak state, he touched the letters of her name and closed his eyes. 
Using his well-trained mind and all the effort he had in him, he willed his sorrow 
to turn into bitterness, knowing that his bitterness would soon grow into a most 
unhealthy desire for revenge. And revenge was necessary now. After all that had 
happened in recent weeks, Aaron knew the truth: Revenge was the only thing 
that would keep him alive. 





Meghan Rules 


Meehan called the Necessaries to order on the lawn, clapping her hands to get 


their attention. The other nineteen Unwanteds from Alex’s year stood in line 
nearby, feeling fairly important as the crowd gazed upon them with a certain 
amount of awe. 

“Welcome,” Meghan said. “We are delighted to have you here!” 

Samheed poked Alex. “She sounds just like Mr. Today.” 

Alex grinned. “Definitely.” 

Lani shushed them. 

“Pd like to start by introducing your group leaders,” Meghan went on. She 
began calling the names alphabetically, and everyone stepped forward when 
their names were called. Alex glanced at Lani, whose face was hard. 

“What’s wrong?” Alex whispered. 

“Tt reminds me of our Purge. Same names, same order,” she said. “I don’t like 
it.” 

“You’re right,” Alex said. And it did feel ominous. 

Samheed, who overheard the conversation, said nothing, but his eyes were 
troubled. “Don’t say anything to Meg,” he said. “She’d feel bad. I’m sure she 
didn’t mean it to be like that.” 

Alex and Lani nodded. When Samheed turned his attention to Meghan, who 
was assigning him his group, Lani elbowed Alex in the ribs. “See?” 

“Ouch,” Alex said, rubbing his side. “Why are you always doing that?” 

“He likes her, you dolt. Can’t you tell?” 

“He does not,” Alex said. He watched Samheed for a minute. “Does he?” 

“Totally. Watch him glare at Cole Wickett. He’s furious that Meg’s spending 
so much time with him.” 

“Really?” Alex watched, and sure enough, when Cole went to the newly 
established groups to give out name tags, Samheed practically ripped them out 


of Cole’s hand. 

Lani grinned. “You need to spend more time noticing things. Less of this 
brooding and wandering aimlessly.” 

“But that’s what I do,” Alex said. “Are you trying to change me?” 

“Never,” Lani said, a mischievous look in her eye. “Okay, here goes me.” 
Meghan called out the names of the Necessaries who would be in Lani’s group. 

Alex checked his watch. He had to meet Mr. Today in thirty minutes. He 
wasn’t sure how much he’d be able to do with his group. Meghan called her own 
Necessaries, and then it was Alex’s turn. But Meghan skipped over him. 

He looked at Meghan, puzzled, trying to catch her eye. He caught Lani’s 
raised eyebrow too. She was utterly too observant, he decided. It was almost 
annoying. 

When Meghan finished with all the groups, Alex sidled up to her. “Did you 
forget my group?” he asked. 

“What? No. Mr. Today said you were only going to be here so the 
Necessaries would know who you are, but you weren’t going to have a group.” 

“He said that?” 

“No, I’m making it up.” Meghan rolled her eyes. 

“Well, I mean... what did he say exactly?” Alex asked. 

“He told me you were meeting with him regularly now, and that you wouldn’t 
have time to do both that and this. What’s up, anyway?” 

Alex glanced at Lani, who was straining to hear from several feet away while 
simultaneously trying to talk with her group. He felt bad not sharing news with 
his friends, but this afternoon he’d be telling Mr. Today that he couldn’t be the 
new leader, so he didn’t want to start any rumors when it was nothing anyway. 
“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I guess Pll head over there, then.” 

He walked to the mansion, stopped in his room to get the notebook that 
contained his list of reasons why he wouldn’t be a good leader, and then went to 
Mr. Today’s office, which was empty. Alex wandered across the hall, made 
himself some tea in the kitchenette and went back into the office, knowing he 
was a few minutes early. He looked eagerly at the university screen and saw that 
Aaron’s room remained empty. Scanning the other blackboards, Alex saw no 
sign of his brother. He wondered if Aaron had gone home to their mother and 
father’s house, or if he’d found some other place to live. 

He turned away and looked around Mr. Today’s office. On the walls were 
various odd bits of art, some of which Alex really felt drawn to, and other pieces 
that totally left him puzzled over Mr. Today’s taste in paintings. 

A voice from the far wall of the office nearly made Alex spill his tea. 

“Anything new in Quill?” 





27 
All the Reasons Why Not 


Nia whirled around with a shout as Mr. Today entered from a door at the back 


of the office. Alex had never noticed the door before. A moment later its edges 
melted away and just the wall remained. “Oh, wow. Sorry, I didn’t know about 
that door. You scared me,” Alex said, letting out a breath of relief. “No, not 
much going on. Aaron’s room is still empty. Do you know what happened?” 

The mage adjusted the sleeves of his brightly colored robe. “Well, I know it 
wasn’t High Priest Haluki who sent Aaron packing. It was probably the 
university or the Quillitary thinking he could no longer be trusted. Everybody in 
Quill is more than a little paranoid right now.” 

Alex nodded. “Sounds like it.” He bit his lip, not wanting to ask, but unable to 
stop himself. “So Aaron is . . . okay?” 

Mr. Today walked toward Alex. “We’re not sure where he is. According to 
Arija, he stopped by the entrance the other day and had a spirited conversation 
with her. But he didn’t stay long.” 

Alex frowned. “Why would he come here?” 

“T’m guessing he doesn’t know where else to go.” 

“But we’re sure he left?” 

“Yes.” Mr. Today pulled his chair out and sat down at his desk, inviting Alex 
to sit across from him. He pointed to Alex’s notebook. “Oh, very nice’ you must 
plan to take notes. I was hoping you would one day write a’” 

“Uh, not exactly.” Alex perched on the edge of the chair and opened the 
notebook to the page he needed. “It’s just a list of things I have to tell you.” 

“Oh?” Mr. Today raised an eyebrow. “Well, then, go ahead.” 

“Um, you see, I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said last week, and 
I’ve come up with some reasons for, um, not being able to do what you think I 
can do.” Alex looked up. He didn’t like how his hands were getting all sweaty. 

“Go on,” Mr. Today said. 

“Okay, well, here,” he said, and he handed the notebook to Mr. Today. “You 


can just read them yourself, I guess.” He felt a little foolish, but he was 
determined to make his wishes clear. 

Mr. Today peered at the paper, tapping his finger to his lips and nodding now 
and then as he read. 

Alex wiped his clammy hands on his pants, jiggled his foot up and down, and 
waited. 

Soon Mr. Today looked up. “Aha. I see,” he said. “So what are you saying?” 

“I’m saying that, um, that I’m kind of like Ms. Morning, I guess. I don’t want 
the job. Yes, that’s exactly it. The point, I mean. Of what I’m saying. That is.” A 
pocket of air rushed from his lungs with a little squeak after he said it. He shifted 
gingerly in his seat and waited for Mr. Today’s response. 

The old mage smiled. “But I haven’t even told you anything about it yet. Are 
you sure you want to make that decision so hastily? It might not be what you 
think.” 

Alex furrowed his brow. “I guess I’m just not a leader.” 

Mr. Today stood up and began to walk slowly about the office. “I 
understand,” he said after a long minute of pacing. “And I accept your wishes. 
We should all do what we are passionate about.” 

Alex felt a rush of relief. “Yes. Totally. We’all of us should.” 

“Let me ask you, Alex, where do your passions lie?” 

“My ...,” Alex began. “My passions . . .” His voice trailed off, and then he 
closed his lips again and thought for a long moment. “I guess I’m not sure.” 

Mr. Today nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps you can think about that over the 
next week and we can discuss it when we meet again.” 

Alex deflated. “Perhaps. I mean, yes, of course.” 

“But in the meantime, my dear boy, will you kindly indulge my old soul by 
letting me tell you what passions I see in you?” 

“O-okay,” Alex said, a bit suspicious but completely curious. 

Mr. Today’s eyes lit up. “Wonderful. Thank you.” He stood, staring out the 
window for a moment, one hand raised slightly before him as if to deliver a 
soliloquy, but not the magical kind. He brought the outstretched hand inward to 
clutch the folds of his robe near his heart, and turned to face Alex. He began 
simply. “In you, Alex, I see a young man who loves to create and experiment 
with new spells. True enough?” 

Alex nodded. He was always creating or trying new things’trapping clay that 
forms shackles around an enemy’s wrists, ankles, or neck, origami dragons that 
can attack from a hundred feet away, and the 3-D door, something he was 
incredibly proud of, even though it had caused a lot of trouble. Very few 
Artiméans could make one of those’only Ms. Octavia, as far as Alex knew. 


“T also see a loyal, fair-minded young man who cares about people and 
consistently wants to give them second chances when they mess up. Agreed?” 

“T guess,” Alex said. He thought about his once-enemy Samheed, and how 
close they had become. And Lani, how she used to drive him crazy. And then he 
thought about Aaron. “Maybe I give too many chances,” he said. He looked at 
his hands. 

“Forgiveness is not a negative trait.” Mr. Today walked to the window and 
looked out. “Not if one possesses common sense. Which you do,” he said, 
turning and wagging his finger at the boy. “And it’s a priceless gift, too, for 
common sense is not something one can just acquire at will. You either have it 
or you don’t, as they say.” 

“Yeah,” Alex said. “I suppose so.” He looked up eagerly to see if Mr. Today 
had any more kind words to share. 

“Alex, much of your strength lies in your honesty, in your courage in battle, 
in the way you inspire others to be better people’like Samheed, and believe it or 
not, like Aaron.” 

Alex snorted. “See? I’m a failure.” 

“Not at all. Aaron is fighting his own internal battle, and you very nearly 
swayed him once to join our side. Perhaps one day you’ll try again, and who 
knows what can happen? No one else in Artimé has that power.” 

Alex was silent. Mr. Today moved back toward his desk and sat on the corner 
of it, facing Alex. He was wearing slippers today, Alex noted with a little grin. 

After a time, Mr. Today spoke again. “I want to tell you a story, Alex.” 

Alex nibbled at his bottom lip, waiting. Wondering now if Mr. Today really 
understood that Alex was turning him down. 

“Simber,” the old mage said. 

Alex turned automatically to the door, expecting to see the beast. 

Mr. Today shook his head. “No, he’s not here. Simber was my first creation. 
Before there was Artimé, there was Simber.” 





In the Beginning 


The old mage, still sitting on the comer of his desk, had a familiar faraway look 


in his eye as he thought about the beginning of Artimé. “I knew magic growing 
up’a few of us did, but we were largely an underground society on Warbler 
Island. Justine and I both could do it. I was better than she.” 

Alex sat up. “Wait’ Warbler Island?” 

Mr. Today nodded but didn’t explain, choosing rather to continue with the 
story. “Once she and I moved here and we established Quill, the wall began to 
go up, which took years. Also during those early years, all the people were made 
to forget their pasts and their magical abilities. And Justine instigated the Purge. 
You already know that eventually I became disillusioned with our motives and 
moved from Quill to this part of the island, and I lived in the little gray shack 
you saw when you first entered the gate.” 

Alex nodded. “And... you said something about Simber?” 

“Ah, yes. One day I was down on the beach, feeling quite utterly alone in the 
world. I had suppressed my artistic tendencies, accepting Justine’s belief that 
creativity was a sign of weakness. But that day we’d had a rare bit of rain, and 
the entire stretch of sand was damp. I began to sculpt an animal I’d once seen in 
a book as a child’a cheetah. It was the most stunning creature I’d ever seen, and I 
still remember that picture as if it were here in front of me. 

“T worked to re-create it all day, getting the curve of its back and roll of its 
shoulders, the strength and proportion of its hind legs just right. Its face, its 
eyes’intelligent, powerful, fierce but caring eyes. And then, on a whim, 
becoming uniquely inspired, I added wings. Perhaps I was feeling a bit caged in 
myself.” He chuckled softly, lost in the memory for a moment. “When I knew 
that I had perfected each part of the creature, I preserved that part with magic, 
making its surface almost completely indestructible,” he said, smiling proudly. 
“And then, when I was quite finished, I brought it to life.” 

“Wow,” Alex whispered. “Simber is made entirely of sand?” 

“Indeed. Thus, Simber lacks the spots that a cheetah normally has.” 


Alex looked puzzled. “How did you bring him to life? I’ve never seen anyone 
do that before.” 

Mr. Today smiled as if he had a secret. He whispered, “That’s because I’ve 
never taught it to anyone before.” 

Alex leaned forward, his eyes wide, his heart pounding in anticipation. “Will 
you teach it to me?” he asked. 

The creator of all magical life in Artimé leaned forward as well. He pressed a 
finger to his lips for a long moment in consideration, his eyes flickering once to 
the wall and then back to Alex and remaining there, holding the breathless boy’s 
gaze, until the weight of the question nearly toppled them both. Finally, Mr. 
Today whispered the answer. 

“No.” 





The Slightest Clue 


Mies face fell. He looked away. “Oh.” He felt heat rising to his cheeks. 


Mr. Today’s eyes were filled with pity. “I’m sorry,” he said, and it came from 
somewhere deep, somewhere very sincere. “As much as I want to, my dear boy, 
I can’t do it.” 

“Tt’s okay.” Alex wished he could disappear into the chair cushion. Why did 
he even ask? Why would he think Mr. Today would teach him when he wouldn’t 
teach anyone else? It felt almost as bad as when Ms. Octavia told him he 
couldn’t advance to Magical Warrior Training last year. He raised his eyes to the 
old mage. “It’s because I said I didn’t want to be the next leader of Artimé, isn’t 
it?” 

“Truthfully, yes,” Mr. Today said, sitting back in his chair once again. “I 
made a promise to myself a long time ago that there would be certain spells, 
certain properties of our particular kind of magic that I would not teach to 
anyone but my successor. I fear these abilities could get into the hands of people 
who are incapable of using common sense, and who don’t understand the value 
of that power.” Mr. Today eased off the desk. “So as much as I trust you, I must 
save this particular secret for the right person. However,” he said with a small 
smile, “I did give you the slightest clue.” 

“You did? What was it?” 

But Mr. Today only smiled and changed the subject. “So, now you know the 
story of Simber, who remains one of my most incredible magical creations . . . 
and my dearest friend. His memory is impeccable, and everything he has 
experienced is captured in his inner senses’it didn’t take him long at all to learn 
everything he knows. Such an amazing beast! He can see and hear better than 
any human or animal. He is capable of emotion, as you’ve witnessed more than 
once, and he is loyal to the end.” He gave a wry smile and added, “You may 
have noticed that Simber cannot perform magic, though many of my other 
creations can. I didn’t think of it at the time, him being my first, and now it’s too 


late, but he hardly has need for it. The only other thing I didn’t anticipate was 
that he would grow. I created him life-size, but he grew as if he were a newborn 
on that first day. I’m grateful for it now, but there was a time when I wondered if 
he’d ever stop.” 

“Wow,” Alex said. “And did he? Stop, I mean? Or is he still growing?” He 
couldn’t imagine Simber getting any bigger. 

“Oh, he’s stopped,” Mr. Today said, laughing. “Thankfully.” 

“And you created Ms. Octavia too? Is she also made of sand?” 

“Oh, Octavia’such a delightful creature,” Mr. Today said, his hands clasped 
together. “No, she’s not made of sand. She was a different sort of sculpture 
experiment. Simber is of the earth, Octavia is of the water. Clay, seaweed, lily 
pads, shells. That sort of thing.” 

“So her parts aren’t . . . aren’t real? Like, not from a real octopus and 
alligator?” 

“Good heavens, no. I’d never behead a living creature to create something 
magical. How heartless.” Mr. Today clutched his robe dramatically. “No, she is 
purely fabricated. But I’m honored that you can’t tell.” 

“T can’t! Honest. She’s amazing.” 

“Don’t tell her I told you, but her eyeglasses are purely for show. She’s quite 
vain about them.” He chuckled. 

Alex grinned. And then he grew thoughtful. “Why can’t Ms. Octavia or 
Simber or Florence be the next leader of Artimé?” Alex asked. 

Mr. Today was taken aback, as if the answer was obvious. “Why, because my 
dear boy. They were created by me. They exist only at my command.” 

Alex furrowed his brow. “So how do they die? Or don’t they?” 

“Aha! Another excellent question,” Mr. Today said, smiling. 

Alex waited, and when Mr. Today didn’t speak, he said, “Aw, another 
secret?” Alex grinned in spite of his disappointment. He was glad Mr. Today 
wasn’t mad at him for turning down the job. But now he wondered whom Mr. 
Today would choose instead’who would get to know the answers to these 
secrets? And he had to admit, the thought of one of his peers getting this 
information, getting to spend so much time learning from this most amazing 
person who created all of these incredible things, and who was getting ready to 
hand over the key to this world . . . well, that brought the slightest twinge of 
jealousy to Alex’s heart. Like maybe he was missing out on the greatest 
opportunity of his life. 





Thinking Like a Necessary 


When Aaron left the Ancients Sector, full of newfound bitterness, his mind 


swimming with ideas, he realized what was the biggest, dumbest mistake he’d 
made so far. Now he walked with purpose, straight for the Favored Farm. How 
could he have forgotten his own creation? It must have been the disconnection 
between creating the idea of the farm, and actually doing the physical work of 
growing and harvesting. Wanteds were the thinkers, the creators, not the 
mindless pluckers and deliverers. If Aaron was going to be forced to walk for 
days with no one bringing him food or drink, he’d have to start thinking 
differently. He’d have to think like a Necessary. He shuddered at the thought. 

But at least he would eat. 

It took him quite some time to get there. And he had forgotten about the 
wooden fence around the crops. But then he saw a soldier standing by the gate 
that led into the farm. Aaron mustered up as much authority as he could. “The 
high priest told me to pick my own corn if I wanted corn,” Aaron said, repeating 
the complaint he’d heard days ago on the street outside the university. “So I’m 
here to pick my own food.” 

The Quillitary soldier eyed Aaron suspiciously for a moment, and then he 
stepped aside. “Limit is four items. Total, not each.” 

“All right.” Aaron stepped into the garden and the smell of fresh fruits and 
vegetables was the most amazing thing he’d smelled in months. It nearly 
covered up the rotten stench from alongside the road. He inhaled, and then, 
trying not to seem too desperate, he quickly scanned the rows of the farm, 
digging through his memory for the layout he’d designed, wondering where the 
coconut trees and watermelon plants ended up. 

Finally he found them on opposite ends of the farm. He gathered up one of 


each and sat down under the coconut tree’a rare shady spot in Quill’but couldn’t 
get the coconut to crack open, so he pounded his fist into the watermelon, finally 
breaking it, feeling like he also broke his hand in the process. But it didn’t 
matter. He dug into the pink flesh and slurped it, seeds and all. It wasn’t as 
refreshing as water, but it would have to do. 

When finished, he wiped his sticky hands in the grass and his chin on his 
shirt, and tossed the watermelon rinds into a giant raspberry bush. Then he took 
two more watermelons and two ears of corn, leaving the useless coconut behind. 

He made sure he had no signs of watermelon juice on his shirt, and then 
headed out past the guard, obediently showing the food. The soldier patted down 
Aaron’s book bag and let him pass without a word. 

When Aaron got to the street, he breathed a sigh of relief. As he wandered 
past the Quillitary housing sector, his arms aching from the weight of the 
watermelons, he stopped to rest and gaze at the governors’ homes. They were 
the six best houses in Quill, not counting the high priest’s palace. Aaron burned 
with anger when he thought about how his hopes to live in one of these one day 
had been so violently dashed. 

He wondered if Governor Strang might be persuaded to be on Aaron’s 
side’ Strang had liked Aaron before everything fell apart. But Aaron hadn’t seen 
him in a while. Perhaps he was home today. . . . But then Aaron looked at 
himself. Dirty. Smelly. Wandering aimlessly. He was sure the governors all 
knew about him being kicked out of the university. They were probably behind 
it, along with Haluki. 

Aaron turned his gaze to Haluki’s house as a drop of sweat made a shiny line 
from his temple to his jaw. Two buckets of water sat on the step by the door, 
having been delivered recently, no doubt. Tempting him. He swallowed 
reflexively, but the sticky sweetness of the watermelon had left his mouth drier 
than before. It was not worth trying to steal from a governor, much less the high 
priest, no matter how crazy with thirst he was. He’d be put in jail for years for 
that. Aaron narrowed his eyes, hating everything about that house and its 
occupants. 

And then his eyes widened, and his hatred for the house trickled away. “Wait 
a second,” he said softly. If Mrs. Haluki and the two children are in Artimé, and 
High Priest Haluki is in the palace . . . who is living in the Halukis’ house? 

“Great land of Quill,” Aaron whispered. “That’s it!” 





Home Sweet Home 


k was agony for Aaron, waiting for dark, but he knew that would be the only 


way to properly sneak into the Haluki home. He wasn’t about to blow it now. 
When it was quiet in the neighborhood, and all was clear, he went to the rear 
door to try a little trick he’d learned from Quillitary soldiers back when they 
liked him. The Quill doors tended to be a bit loose in their jambs during the 
driest months, and nearly every home had some sort of rot or termite infestation, 
so things were not as secure as they seemed. 

Aaron lifted up on the door handle, moving the whole door an inch or so, and 
then wrenched it to the side. He heard the rusted-out bottom hinge break free 
from the soft wood and clatter to the floor inside the house. One more wrench 
for the top hinge, and the door opened. Aaron grabbed his watermelons and went 
inside, setting them on the table. Then he maneuvered the door closed again and 
leaned against it, breathing hard. He had never been so light-headed in all his 
life. 

He went to the front door, unlocked and opened it, and peered outside to 
make sure no one was about. When he was certain he wasn’t being watched, he 
brought the precious water inside. In the kitchen he took a cup and, with a shaky 
hand, dipped it in and drank heartily. He dipped the cup in a second time, 
knowing he should try to preserve the water, but not caring at this particular 
moment. Two large buckets of water all to himself for an entire week’it was the 
best possible reward for all the punishment he’d taken recently. 

When he had cleaned himself up, he made his way to a bedroom and 
collapsed on a mattress not unlike the kind he’d had at university, and fell 
asleep. 


DYKK 


In the morning, when the sunlight streamed in through the dusty windows and 
the heat of the day was not yet upon the land of Quill, Aaron rose. He took stock 


of the Halukis’ provisions, which were shockingly plentiful. They had an entire 
shelf of cooking and baking materials, a shelf containing large sacks of rice, 
beans, and peanuts, and a shelf of dried herbs and oils. Aaron stared at the 
abundance. Growing up in a Necessary house and then going straight to the 
university where his meals were served in a cafeteria, he’d had none of these 
extras just lying around. 

Aaron glanced over his shoulder even though he knew no one was in the 
house. It was more out of habit, or perhaps because he knew he was doing 
something terribly against the law. Just being here made him worthy of a life in 
jail . . . or worse. 

But he also felt strangely confident about not getting caught. It was clear from 
looking around that the Halukis had closed up the house as if leaving 
permanently’ which rarely happened in the past before Artimé, except when the 
last of a family had been sent to the Ancients Sector. And even then, there was 
another family eagerly waiting to move in. But now with people vacating daily 
and moving to Artimé, and with all the added confusion in Quill these days, 
Aaron felt that if he were careful to come and go through the back door and limit 
his outdoor movement to after dark, he could get away with living here for quite 
some time. 

He took a handful of peanuts and ate them as he surveyed his new living 
quarters. The kitchen and gathering space was twice as large as the entire home 
Aaron’s parents lived in. There was a table with four sturdy chairs, and a sofa 
and two lounge chairs in the gathering area with soft cushions. Who needs so 
many chairs? he wondered as he tested them out. A family of four needs four 
chairs at most. Aaron furrowed his brow at the waste. 

He wondered about all the homes that stood empty now in the Necessary 
quadrants. “All those extra furniture items just sitting there,” he mused. “Beds, 
chairs, nonperishables, cooking equipment, waste-burying shovels . . .” Aaron 
moved through the house, noticing all the unnecessary things that the Halukis 
had, and he burned with anger once more. 

“High Priest Haluki,” Aaron said matter-of-factly, “one day you will beg me 
for your life.” He moved down the short hallway. “And I will not give it back to 
you.” He paused, a little surprised by the cold words that had just come out of 
his mouth. But he cleared his head and continued on, entering a closed room that 
contained a desk and a large double-door closet. Aaron peered at the desk, 
noting a few books and papers. He stepped behind it to the closet and put his 
hands on the doorknobs. 

When he pulled them open wide, he could only stare at the contents, 
completely baffled. His forehead wrinkled as he puzzled over the giant glass 


cylinder before him. He reached out tentatively to touch its surface, murmuring, 
“What in the name of Quill is this?” 





A Skirmish 


(oming toward the gate’everyone in Artimé still called it “the gate” out of habit 


even though the gate was no longer there’were two hulking, serious types from 
Quill. “Fresh out of the university?” Arija guessed to Tina, one of her 
companion girrinos, as the young men approached. 

“Not wearing Quillitary garb, no book bags, a bit tired around the eyes but 
pale ...,” Tina murmured. “Definitely indoor workers. Not old enough to have 
children in here, though.” She and Arija stood, snorting a few times for effect. 

The two stepped closer uneasily. “We’re here to see our brothers,” one said. 

“What are your names?” Tina asked politely enough. 

“Dred Crandall,” said the taller one. 

“Crawledge Prize,” said the other, whose hair curled around his ears and 
dripped with sweat. 

“And you’re here to see... ?” Arija was skeptical. Crandall and Prize? They 
had the same last names as two of the governors. As far as she knew, the Halukis 
were the only governor’s family here. But Arija certainly didn’t know everyone 
in Artimé. 

“Our brothers,” Crandall said again, impatiently this time. He scratched a 
small scab on his neck. 

Arija and Tina stood aside. “Do you know where to find them?” 

“We’ll find them,” Prize said. He and Crandall passed through the opening 
and strode quickly to the footpath, looking a bit startled by the bright colors as 
they gazed left and right at the people milling around munching on breakfast 
pastries and strolling across the grass. 

“Keep an eye on them,” Arija said to the other two girrinos, whose names 
were Opal and Penelope. “Be ready to call for help if necessary.” 

Moments later, angry shouts rang out from the lawn near the mansion. 
Crandall and Prize had approached a group of Necessaries and were attempting 
to yank two of them away. 

“Come on,” Prize said, trying to get the Necessary to be quiet. “Your little 


vacation is over. You are required in Quadrant One.” 

“No! Stop! Help me!” the Necessary shouted, catching the attention of two 
teachers, Mr. Appleblossom and Ms. Claire Morning, who were enjoying a 
rather spirited discussion of musicals versus plays nearby. 

Mr. Appleblossom bounded over and Ms. Morning kept up easily with her 
long strides. 

“What’s going on?” Ms. Morning asked, her normally kind voice quite curt 
this morning. 

The Necessary tried to yank his arm away. “They’re trying to force us back to 
work in Quill,” he said, breathless. 

“They have duties,” said Crandall. He glared at the two teachers, who looked 
fairly harmless to him. He took a better grip of the arm he was holding and 
turned toward the gate. “Come on,” he growled. 

Mr. Appleblossom spoke up. “Your pompousness and attitude is boor. Now 
kindly take yourselves right out the door.” 

Prize stared at the theater instructor. “What?” he asked, for Mr. 
Appleblossom’s manner of speaking in rhyme took some getting used to. 

“Out and out! Away, away, away! Do not return again another day!” Mr. 
Appleblossom gestured impatiently toward the gate and even stomped his foot. 

Crandall, face turning red, let go of the Necessary and turned toward Mr. 
Appleblossom. He hovered over the little instructor, his hands balling into fists. 

Mr. Appleblossom’s eyes narrowed. A small smile played on Ms. Morning’s 
lips as she watched. 

Crandall glanced at Prize, and then they both looked at Mr. Appleblossom. 
Just as Crandall pulled his arm back to take a swing, he jumped back in surprise. 
“Ouch!” he cried out, spinning around. “Ow!” He looked this way and that, his 
eyes wild, his hands swatting at his body. 

Soon Crawledge Prize was hopping and exclaiming in pain as well. 

Ms. Morning’s smile turned into a look of surprise, for she had not released a 
spell, and neither had Mr. Appleblossom as far as she could tell. As the two 
Wanteds gave up and ran for the gate, Ms. Morning spied the instigators, Cole 
Wicket and Meghan Ranger, who had been meeting on the lawn a short distance 
away, and now came running toward them. 

“Are you all right?” Meghan asked. 

Mr. Appleblossom watched the two governors’ sons until they were out of 
sight in Quill. He lifted his hand to his forehead and patted away any sweat that 
might have formed, though everyone suspected it was more of an act than a 
necessary gesture. “I’m well,” he said, finally turning to the students. “The 
ruffians have fled to Quill.” He turned to the Necessaries. “Now, you two friends 


are shaken quite, perhaps. A fizzy drink may calm you, if you will. Please, 
Claire? I must to class with these two chaps.” 

Meghan raised an eyebrow at being called a chap, but she knew Mr. 
Appleblossom often overlooked minor details in his quest for perfect rhymes, 
and like most students, she was okay with it. 

“Of course, Siggy,” Ms. Morning said. “Interesting choice of spells, Meghan. 
What did you use?” 

“Oh, it wasn’t me,” Meghan said. “It was Cole’s quick thinking.” 

Cole’s face turned red. “Fire ants,” he said. “It’ll wear off in fifteen minutes 
or so.” 

“I doubt they’ Il try that again,” Meghan said. 

Ms. Morning nodded, but her face was troubled. “I’m glad it wasn’t a 
permanent spell, or we might be in for more than we wished for.” She led the 
Necessaries toward the mansion’s kitchen while Mr. Appleblossom, Cole, and 
Meghan headed for the tubes to the theater. 





A Mostly Normal Day 


Qn rare occasions Alex was late for class, and this was one of those times. While 


Cole sent fire ants upon ruffians, Alex scrubbed his face and tried to run a comb 
through his tangled wet hair, but gave up as Clive chided him from the living 
area of his room. 

“Late,” Clive said every thirty seconds. 

“Stuff it. I know.” Alex shoved his books and notebook into his backpack and 
searched frantically for his component vest. He was presenting a new spell today 
in Actors’ Studio so he needed it. 

“Late.” 

“Seriously, Clive!” he said through clenched teeth. “I am aware of that.” 

Clive tilted his head. “What rhymes with Appleblossom?” he asked. “Not 
much. But I know what would be worse.” 

Alex ignored him. 

“Orangeblossom,” Clive said. He chuckled to himself. “Orangeblossom. Get 
it? Nothing rhymes with orange, so it would be. . .” Clive glanced at the clock in 
the corner of his screen. “Late,” he said again. 

Alex found his component vest and slipped it on. He grabbed his backpack 
and stepped into the tube. “Bye,” he said sarcastically. 

“Don’t die,” Clive said. He’d been saying that since the day of the battle with 
Quill, and since it had worked, Clive said it daily. 

Alex didn’t mind. He knew that deep down Clive was rather fond of him, and 
while normally quite annoying, the blackboard generally did whatever he could 
for the boy. 

A moment later Alex stepped from the tube into the theater, where Mr. 
Appleblossom was already addressing the class. Alex slid into a seat next to 
Meghan. 

“Shush,” she said. 

“T didn’t say anyth’” Alex said, but Meghan glared at him. He sighed and set 


his backpack on the floor in front of him, pulling out his notebook and a pencil 
as quietly as he could. 

Mr. Appleblossom, blind to Alex’s lateness, waxed on. “In times like these I 
do despair this place, kerfuffles and commotion follow me. But one must hurly- 
burly through the race, for flicker, flap, and ruction ever be.” 

Alex blinked. He raised an eyebrow at Meghan but dared not speak. 

She scribbled in his notebook, “There was a skirmish on the lawn this 
morning.” She turned her attention back to the instructor. 

Alex’s eyes widened. He scribbled back. “Who’s Flickerflap and Ruction?” 
He poked the corner of the notebook into Meghan’s leg to get her attention. 

Meghan let out a frustrated breath and read the note. “Shh!” she said, and 
pushed it away. 

Alex, who hadn’t said a word, wrote, “I AM NOT MAKING ANY NOISE, 
SO STOP SHUSHING ME!” He poked it into her leg again. 

Meghan ignored him. 

Alex gave up and listened as Mr. Appleblossom talked about their next 
production, And Then Everyone Dies, The End, another Appleblossom original’a 
musical comedy this time based loosely on the Purge, which sounded . . . kind of 
weird. Samheed, leaning forward in his seat, was nearly drooling over the lead 
part already. 

After the announcement came “spells” time, wherein a few students 
introduced their latest theater spells to Mr. Appleblossom and the class. A few 
were fairly useless, but Alex and Lani tended to offer a decent lot that were 
sometimes practical for everyday life in theater, and sometimes potentially 
lethal, should Artimé be forced to fight again. 

Today Lani’s spell was a practical one. She said it was a seek spell, and 
explained that if an actor missed his cue and was unable to be found, Mr. 
Appleblossom only needed to touch something that the actor had created and say 
“seek” silently, and a ball of light would fetch the missing student. When the 
actor caught the ball of light it would explode, briefly displaying’like a 
picture’the created element that Mr. Appleblossom had touched. The wayward 
actor would then be able to decipher who was summoning, and simply follow 
the direction from whence the light came. 

To demonstrate, Lani picked up one of Mr. Appleblossom’s older scripts that 
he’d lent her. She closed her eyes, imagined the silent verbal component, and a 
bright ball of light shot out directly from the script to Mr. Appleblossom. It 
hovered until the instructor reached out for it, and then it exploded, and a lighted 
picture of The Astonishing Adventures of Breakfast and Pearflower appeared in 
the air. It melted away a moment later. 


Mr. Appleblossom applauded. “A silent, lighted spell is all the rage,” he cried 
out, “for it can be so dark behind the stage.” 

Lani grinned and sat down. 

Alex’s spell was a practical one, too, and not really one of his best, but he 
thought it would be quite popular in the right niche. He called it the prompter. It 
was a tiny intuitive earpiece that would whisper the words one needed when 
performing, in case of stage fright or confusion. “You only have to rehearse with 
it in place in your ear, and it will memorize the lines you say out loud, in the 
proper order. When you try to repeat the words later during a performance, it 
recognizes the context. If you get stuck, just touch the earpiece to signal that you 
need a prompt and it immediately whispers the next line into your ear.” He 
demonstrated and offered others a try. “I’ve only made one so far. It took a 
while, but now that I have it figured out, I can make more when I have time.” 

“How very interesting, Mr. Stowe,” Mr. Appleblossom said, but he looked 
concerned. “As long as all the actors here realize that this is not a substitute, you 
know, for the old-fashioned way to memorize.” The little man tapped his foot 
threateningly. 

“Of course, sir,” Alex said. “Actors wouldn’t be actors if they had to use it 
frequently. It’s only supposed to be used for the occasional emergency prompt. 
In fact,” he said, brightening up, “I think I can alter it so that if too many 
prompts are needed in a certain period of time, the earpiece shuts down.” 

Mr. Appleblossom smiled. “I think that alteration will work well. 
Congratulations’ it’s a brilliant spell.” 


DYKK 


After class the four friends met up and tubed to the dining room. “So what 
happened?” Alex asked once they got to a table with their food. “A fight? Who 
was fighting?” 

Meghan spoke up. “Some Wanteds came by pretending to visit, so the 
girrinos let them in, but they were really here to, um, encourage their 
Necessaries to go back to Quill and work.” 

“Why’d you say ‘encourage’ all weird?” 

“Because it was more like force. They were going to shackle them.” 

Alex’s face grew troubled. “Oh, no.” 

Lani jumped in. “Mr. Appleblossom tried to settle it peacefully, but the 
Wanteds took a swipe at him, so Meghan and Cole totally sent them running 
with fire ant spells.” She grinned. 

“That’s excellent,” Alex said. “Nice work, Meg.” 

“It wasn’t me,” she said modestly. “It was Cole.” 


Samheed rolled his eyes and muttered, “He’s lucky he didn’t miss and hit Mr. 
A.” 

Meghan went on as if she hadn’t heard Samheed. “The Wanteds were really 
furious. Mr. Appleblossom told us that he thinks we’ll see more fights.” She 
sighed and tossed what was left of her roll back onto her plate. “I thought this 
was all over. I don’t want to do this war thing anymore.” 

Alex bit his lip. He didn’t want to tell her what Mr. Today had said about the 
probability of that’>he knew Meghan was still struggling to make sense of her 
family situation and she didn’t need more stuff to worry about. His thoughts 
turned back to his meeting with Mr. Today and he wondered whom Mr. Today 
would choose to be the future leader. 

It looked as if he might need help sooner than anyone expected. 





Born to Spy 


Oras Mr. Broody Pants. Spill it,’ Lani said to Alex as the four sat around a 


booth in the lounge one afternoon. Sean, who sometimes joined them for 
afternoon snacks, was nowhere to be found. 

Samheed smirked. Meghan, swirling a mug of hot chocolate, tilted her head, 
puzzled. 

“Spill what?” Alex looked crossly at her. “You always think you know 
things.” 

Lani grinned. “Aha!” she said. “I do know things. I’d make a great spy. So 
what’s going on with you?” She slid toward him. “Tell us.” 

“Yeah,” Meghan said. “I’ve been meaning to ask. What have you been 
talking to Mr. Today about? Is that what’s up?” 

“Nothing’s up,” Alex said. “Stop bugging me.” 

Samheed, watching all of this, crossed his arms over his chest and settled 
back in his seat as the girls stared Alex down. Alex flashed Samheed a helpless 
look, but Samheed just shrugged. “You’re on your own.” 

Alex leaned back and let his head flop against the booth cushion. “Fine,” he 
said with a sigh. “Mr. Today wants to take a holiday and he needs somebody 
to... I don’t know. Sort of help Ms. Morning run the place, I guess.” 

“Ooh, a holiday,” Meghan said dreamily. “Nobody ever does that! Where is 
there to go? I thought holidays were only in books.” 

Lani’s lips parted in surprise. “So . . . he wants you?” she said softly. 

“Well, he mentioned something like that, but I said no thanks.” Alex turned to 
Meghan. “He wants to go back to the island where he grew up.” 

Samheed narrowed his eyes. “He wasn’t born here?” 

“T guess not,” Alex said. He didn’t know how much Mr. Today would want 


him to say, so he remained vague. 

“Why did you say no?” Lani’s eyes blazed. 

Alex looked at her, surprised. “Because I’d be a terrible leader.” 

“What?” Meghan exclaimed. “No you wouldn’t. Don’t be so thick.” She sat 
back on the seat. “Besides, this place practically runs itself by now, doesn’t it? 
And it’s just for a holiday. What’s that, a few weeks maybe?” 

Alex scowled at the table and said nothing. 

Lani stared at Alex. Meghan looked at Samheed and then back at Alex. 

“Oh. So, not a few weeks,” Lani said. “Longer, then?” 

Samheed leaned forward, elbows on the table. “All right, Stowe. What’s this 
really all about?” 

Alex, feeling a headache coming on, pressed his fingers to his temples. “For 
some stupid reason, Mr. Today thought I would make a good future leader. A 
permanent one for after he... you know . . . gets too old. Like in ten years. So 
he wanted to start training me a bit at a time now so I can help Ms. Morning 
while he’s on his little holiday, and then slowly take over some other things 
because Ms. Morning doesn’t want the job permanently. But I said no, because 
Pd stink at it, so that’s that. Okay? Can we drop it?” 

Samheed stared, mouth open. 

Lani sat quiet, the corners of her lips twitching downward, eyes trained to a 
nebulous spot across the room. 

Meghan, grinning, patted Alex’s arm. “That is quite hilarious,” she said. 
“Good one, Al.” 

Everyone was awkwardly silent. Meghan’s smile slowly disappeared. She 
looked from face to face. “Not a joke?” she asked. 

Alex shook his head slightly. 

Lani nudged Samheed, indicating she wanted out of the booth. “I have to go,” 
she said, her voice wavering. When Samheed saw the look on her face, he 
scrambled to his feet so she could slide out. She shoved past him and ran to the 
tubes, leaving the others staring, speechless. 

Alex just sat there. “Did I miss something? What just happened?” he asked. 
“Ts she sick?” 

Megan shrugged, mystified. 

Samheed, still standing, looked at Alex and finally shrugged. “I guess Pll go 
see if she’s okay, then,” he said. He turned, strode quickly to the tubes, and 
disappeared. 





Throwing Stones 


k took Samheed quite some time to find Lani after checking the mansion and 


ringing her blackboard to see if she was in her room. He jogged by the gate and 
asked the girrinos if they’d seen her, but they said only Sean Ranger and a few 
others had left Artimé that day. 

Eventually he saw her outside by the shore. The sea was fairly calm today, 
and Lani was skipping stones over the water and letting the low waves wash up 
over her bare feet. Her toenails were painted fluorescent purple. 

He walked over and stood next to her, not saying anything at first. He spied a 
few stones so he picked them up and wiped the sand off of them to see if they 
were good for throwing. When he had a handful, he offered them to Lani. 
“These look like they might skip,” he said. 

“Thanks,” she said. She took them and gave one a try. It skidded over the 
water and she counted. “Seven. Not bad.” 

Samheed found a few more and tried one himself. His bounced once and 
plopped into the water with a glug. 

“Twist your arm a little,” she said. “Like it’s a throwing star.” 

He did what she said and managed three skips. “Meh,” he said. “I was never 
very good at this.” 

“You’re dead-on with spells though.” 

Samheed nodded. “True.” When he was out of stones, he wiped the sand off 
his hands, took off his shoes, and rolled up his pant legs. “Wanna walk?” he 
said. He started walking slowly toward the jungle. 

After a moment Lani caught up to him. They sloshed through the water side 
by side in silence for a long time, Samheed just thinking, watching the sand that 
stretched out immediately before him, and Lani with her eyes half-closed, face 
angled toward the sky. 

When they got past the jungle to the lagoon where Ms. Morning’s big white 


boat gleamed, Samheed pointed to an old downed log. “I sit here sometimes,” he 
said. “Only when the platyprots aren’t around though. They’re so annoying.” 

Lani grinned and sat down. “I know,” she said. 

Samheed sat next to her. “Are you ever tempted to give that boat a try?” 

“Every time I see it,” Lani said. “You?” 

“Yeah.” 

They watched the water for a bit longer, and then Samheed spoke again. “So. 
Did you kill Justine?” 

Lani looked at him in surprise. “What? Where did that come from?” she said 
with a little laugh. 

“Well, did you?” Samheed asked. “You did, didn’t you.” 

She looked away, trying to hide a grin. And then she shrugged one shoulder 
and tilted her head, looking out over the water. 

Samheed regarded her for a moment, his esteem for her rising mightily, not 
only because she had the guts to kill the High Priest Justine, but that she 
managed to keep it to herself all this time. 

“Well, you saved Mr. Today’s life,” 
bumped her shoulder against his. 

Samheed’s eyes flickered. And for a time on a log in the small and quiet 
lagoon, next to the vast ocean that seemed to go on forever, the two, each 
silently remembering the parts that were played in battle with Quill, felt 
something enormous swell up inside them as they considered what might have 
happened without the courage of the other. Lani slid a glance his way, and he 
caught it, and couldn’t help but share with her a little crooked smile. 

But soon the moment passed, and before things could get awkward, Samheed 
shifted on the log and looked out over the water once again. “So, what’s 
bothering you?” he asked, even though he thought he knew the answer. 

Lani’s smile faded. She clasped her hands together in front of her and slipped 
her arms around her legs, resting her chin on her knees. “Nothing much, really.” 

“Oh, right. That was obvious from the way you stormed out of the lounge, 
looking like you were going to hurl,” Samheed said. 

“Was it really?” Lani said sarcastically. She rolled her eyes, but Sam couldn’t 
see it. 

“T think you’re required to tell me since I’ve been so nice for, like, a whole 
hour.” 

“That is quite an accomplishment.” 

“So?” Samheed asked. “Come on. Don’t make me beg.” 

Lani closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “Okay, fine. It’s 
just . . . I wasn’t expecting Alex to say that. About Mr. Today, and the whole 


she said. She leaned toward him and 


future leader thing.” 

Samheed nodded, careful not to interrupt her. 

“T mean, Alex is great and I, you know, I really like him and stuff, but isn’t 
there anyone else who might be a better choice? A stronger magician with more 
rounded skills? Somebody who would make a better teammate for Quill’s new 
high priest? Someone who could really work in harmony with him, someone 
who understands him really well, and who would make this whole island really 
gel together? Somebody who really actually wants this job?” 

Samheed cringed and stayed silent. 

Lani sat up straight and turned to Samheed. “If Mr. Today is going to pick 
somebody young, well. . .” She looked out over the lagoon. “It should have been 
me, Sam.” Her eyes filled and her bottom lip started to quiver. She held back the 
tears and swallowed hard. And then she whispered, “He was supposed to pick 
me.” 

Samheed bit his bottom lip and nodded. And then he turned and held an arm 
out awkwardly. She leaned in and rested her cheek on his shoulder as he patted 
her on the back. “Maybe since Alex doesn’t want to do it, you could let Mr. 
Today know that you’re interested,” he said. 

Lani just shook her head and sniffled. “I can’t do that.” She lifted her eyes 
and looked at Samheed in the dying light. “If he wanted me, he would have 
picked me.” 





A Very Different Gate 


Das after day in his new home, Aaron plotted and planned, working tirelessly 


from the desk that had once been High Priest Haluki’s. He’d scoured the drawers 
but came up empty-handed’the high priest had apparently packed up everything 
of importance and carried it with him to the palace. There was not much to be 
said for the giant glass cylinder in the closet behind him. It was the most curious 
thing, but seemingly useless, and there were no instructions or clues to hint at its 
purpose. It didn’t take long for Aaron to forget about it entirely. 

Every morning before sunrise Aaron snuck out of the house and walked to the 
Favored Farm, careful to take a different path each day, listening to people’s 
conversations while trying to be invisible. He noted that almost no Wanteds 
were taking advantage of the food at the Favored Farm. They were so unfamiliar 
with that kind of labor, he was sure they hadn’t even thought of it. All their lives 
they’d had Necessaries delivering their food to them’they probably had no idea 
where food even came from. 

Every day Aaron picked his four allotted items, sticking now to things that 
would keep fresh for more than a few days’beans of all kinds ( he was glad to 
find the allotment for berries and legumes was a handful rather than just one), 
potatoes and onions, oranges, coconuts. He ate the foods that were about to go 
bad and kept the rest in the pantry. 

Each week he set out his empty water buckets and they were filled without 
question. Perhaps in the chaos the Halukis hadn’t been removed from the water 
list, or maybe there was no official list’ when the water people came by with their 
cart, they simply filled the empty buckets. That was most likely the case here in 
the Wanted Sector. 

Aaron went over his thoughts and ideas every night and envisioned himself 
back in the palace. It would be a long journey, and if he really thought about it, 
he knew his chances of success were small. So he chose only to press onward, 
not think about it too much, and try not to mess it up. If all went well, it would 
still take years. 


Early on the morning that his plan would take action, Aaron packed his book 
bag with a few handfuls of beans and a dozen oranges. He snuck out of the 
house before dawn and made his way up the road to the palace gate just as 
morning broke. He found a spot by the road to sit where the giant wall would 
provide him with shade until noon. 

He waited. Occasionally a Quillitary vehicle lurched by, heading to or from 
the palace. Aaron turned away from them and tried not to draw attention to 
himself. He didn’t think they’d do anything to him, but he didn’t want to find 
out. It wasn’t long before grumbling Wanteds walked up the road toward the 
palace, no doubt to air their grievances. Aaron stayed where he was, straining his 
ears to hear their conversations. When they glanced at him, he nodded politely 
but didn’t say anything, and they kept walking. 

Over the next hours Aaron watched and remained silent as half a dozen more 
groups made their way to the palace. When the first groups returned, their 
grumbling was louder than ever. Aaron pulled an orange from his bag and peeled 
it slowly, watching and listening. 

“We’re supposed to live together peacefully? With Unwanteds? That’s 
absurd!” 

“Haluki has lost his mind.” 

“T fear for the future of Quill, I really do.” 

“What does he mean, live in harmony? What’s harmony?” 

“T want my Necessaries back!” 

“We’ll starve to death if we keep this up. Nobody’s brought us a decent meal 
in weeks.” 

The voices faded. 

Aaron popped a slice of the orange into his mouth and closed his eyes, letting 
the delicious juice trickle through his teeth and around his tongue. He chewed 
and swallowed, and then he opened his eyes to find an elderly woman staring at 
him. 

“Oh, hello,” he said. 

“Where did you get that orange?” 

Aaron wasn’t about to tell her. “Would you like some?” He tore half of it 
away and handed it to her. “How was your visit to the high priest? Any news?” 

She eyed him warily. “You’re that boy ... ,” she began, but the orange 
overpowered her thoughts. She reached for it. “Thank you,” she said, her words 
sharp and clipped, but she tore into the orange and tried not to devour it in one 
mouthful. “There hasn’t been much food delivered lately.” 

Aaron nodded sympathetically. “I know.” He handed her the remaining slice. 
“What does the high priest say about it all? I’m sure he’s doing everything he 


can to get our Necessaries back.” Aaron looked off in the distance nonchalantly, 
but he was more than eager for a specific account from the palace. 

The woman frowned. “He’s not doing anything of the sort. All he can talk 
about is peace,” she spat. “That’s all fine with me as long as everyone knows 
their place. But High Priest Haluki sees no problem with Necessaries flocking to 
Artimé and staying there. And that’s where I have to disagree.” 

Aaron gave her a concerned look. “But ... ,” he said, as if he were just 
thinking of it, “who is going to do the Necessaries’ jobs if they don’t come back? 
Isn’t he going to force them to return?” His eyes flamed. “We’ll all starve to 
death!” 

“Exactly!” the woman said. “We’ll die!” 

Others returning from the palace slowed to listen, including two governors’ 
sons whom Aaron knew as Crawledge and Prize. They recognized Aaron and at 
first regarded him with contempt, but soon focused instead on the orange slices 
in the woman’s hand. 

“What kind of leader lets his workers go free and his best people starve?” 
Aaron asked in a voice of wonderment, loud enough for everyone in sight to 
hear. “The High Priest Justine wouldn’t have let this happen.” He shook his 
head. 

The small group of people nodded, some still skeptical of the speaker, but 
most were riled up enough to band together with anyone who thought the same 
thoughts as they. 

“I wonder... ,” Aaron said, but then he stopped and looked at the people. 
“Well, I shouldn’t say anything. High Priest Haluki and the Quillitary have 
decided my ideas are worthless.” He bent down to pick up his backpack, as if to 
leave. 

“What ideas?” the original woman asked. “I suppose if you have some, it 
wouldn’t hurt to hear them.” 

Aaron shook his head sadly. “No . . . it’s nothing. I’m not to be trusted.” He 
reached into his backpack and silently doled out oranges to everyone standing 
there. “I have some beans as well’I’m happy to share with everyone, as the 
former high priest would have expected.” 

Even the most reluctant ones stepped closer to Aaron now as he gave 
handfuls of beans to those standing there. 

“I do miss the way things were,” one of them ventured softly, as if afraid to 
be heard. “The High Priest Justine was a noble woman.” 

Aaron nodded solemnly. “Indeed she was.” He smiled sympathetically at 
each face. “All we can do now is try to survive until someone comes to save us, I 
guess.” 


He touched the shoulder of the old woman. “Pll be here again a week from 
today. If I have found any extra food, Pl gladly share again.” 

With that, Aaron turned and walked away from the palace and the group of 
complainers, who now were silent and thoughtful as they looked down at the 
treasure in their hands, then up at the young former up-and-comer who had given 
them the means to survive. 

As Aaron walked toward the Favored Farm to pick his daily food, 
contemplating just how well his work had gone that morning, his thoughts were 
disturbed by approaching steps in the gravel and a familiar voice that sent 
shivers up his spine. 

“Greetings, Aaron.” 

Aaron looked up, his eyes overwhelmed by the bright colors of the man’s 
robe and his crazy shock of hair. Aaron scowled and slowed his pace, ready to 
defend himself if he needed to, but Mr. Today merely smiled brightly and kept 
walking toward the palace. 





Righting Past Wrongs 


Mavens Today entered the gray palace office of High Priest Haluki for their 


weekly peace meeting. “Hello, Gunnar, I brought you something,” he said with a 
smile. He reached into a pocket of his robe and produced a tiny gargoyle statue. 
When he set it on the high priest’s desk, it grew to the size of a cat. It blinked a 
few times and yawned, covering its mouth politely, its ears perking up. A sharp 
horn made Haluki think twice about patting it on the head. 

With a flourish, Mr. Today said, “This is Matilda, an extra set of eyes and 
ears for you. She communicates instantaneously with her counterpart, Charlie, 
back in Artimé. They’ll be good to have around in case of trouble.” 

“How lovely!” said Haluki. “I think I’ve seen them before wandering around 
Artimé, down by the gate. Thank you’we can use all the help we can get.” 

“They tend to roam. But you mustn’t worry about her. Matilda can take care 
of herself,” Mr. Today said, chuckling. “You may wish to warn others not to get 
too close.” 

“T shall do that.” 

“She won’t hurt you, however.” 

“For that I am ever grateful,” murmured Haluki solemnly, looking at the 
statue. 

Matilda nodded regally, as if she had just taken over as high priest of all the 
land. 

Mr. Today taught his friend Gunnar a few hand signals that he could use to 
communicate with Matilda, and gave him a thin book that contained many more 
for him to study. And then he ran his fingers through his hair. “So. How are 
things?” 

The high priest smiled, but his eyes had deep circles under them. “Marcus, all 
I can say is it’s tremendously good to see a friendly face.” 

Mr. Today sat in a chair as Matilda slid off the edge of the desk, hung on for a 
brief moment, and dropped to the floor to explore. “Tough going?” 


“Yes. The Wanteds have been streaming in every day with complaints. 
They’re having such a difficult time figuring out how to care for themselves. The 
concept of picking fruit and vegetables appears to be beyond their realm of 
understanding. They want their slaves back.” 

“T don’t blame them,” Mr. Today said with a laugh. “What I wouldn’t give to 
have a few slaves feeding me berries and carrying out my least favorite duties. 
Alas, they’ll learn eventually. They aren’t called intelligent for nothing. They’ 11 
figure it all out right before they starve.” 

“And ... while I’ve hesitated greatly to make any drastic changes to Quill, 
wanting instead to ease slowly into a new society, my first major improvement is 
that I’ve let my governors go. We’ve been in constant dissent, they don’t trust 
me, I don’t trust them, and they don’t share my vision for Quill.” 

“Hmm,” Mr. Today said. “You’ll pick a new team, though, won’t you?” 

“Yes, absolutely. I need to first figure out whom I can trust. I hope I haven’t 
made a mistake.” 

“Tt would be a mistake to keep the advisors that you’ve hid many things from 
in the past, Gunnar. You are creating a new Quill now. You need new support. I 
think it will work out well in the end.” 

Gunnar smiled. “I hope you’re right. Still, I’m eager to make changes’ free the 
Ancients, open up the walls to the ocean, teach the Wanteds how to fend for 
themselves. But I feel I must handle the complaints and gain trust first. Each step 
feels like climbing a mountain.” He shifted in his chair. “How are things in 
Artimé?” 

“Slightly chaotic, but entirely manageable.” Mr. Today considered telling 
Gunnar about the recent skirmish, but then decided the high priest had enough 
on his mind. 

“Good.” Haluki relaxed back in his chair. “Have you anything on the peace 
agenda today? I think it’s a bit too soon to plan a friendly island-wide picnic and 
sports tournament.” His eyes shone with mirth. 

Mr. Today smiled. “I do, indeed,” he said. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, 
and I have a question for you.” 

“T will do my very best to answer it.” 

Mr. Today leaned forward. “About how many Quillens would you say remain 
alive from the original founders? Or did Justine, ah, get rid of them all?” 

Gunnar closed his eyes, thinking. He tapped his finger against his chin as he 
counted silently. “There are six,’ he said after a moment. “Four are in the 
Ancients Sector. The other two barely escaped that fate due to Justine’s death.” 

Mr. Today nodded. “And would you say they are with you or against you? 
Can you tell?” 


“Hmm,” the high priest mused. “They are across the board with their 
loyalties. The majority I’d say were devoted to Justine, but I imagine sometimes 
things change when one is ordered to die.” 

“PII say,” muttered Mr. Today. “Well, truth be told, Gunnar, I’ve got 
something eating at me and I feel a need to make it right. I’m wondering what 
you think.” 

“Sounds intriguing,” Haluki said. He glanced at his door to confirm that they 
had privacy. 

Mr. Today nodded. “You of all people know about my many mistakes over 
the years. And I’ve done my best to fix things. But there’s one error that 
remains. It’s something that, if nothing were done to the wronged party, they 
should never know the difference. And if they are told of my wrongdoing, it 
could raise some hackles, perhaps cause more serious problems for the both of 
us, for the short term, anyway. But I will always have this mistake plaguing me, 
and that is the problem. I’ve stolen something that doesn’t belong to me. And no 
matter the outcome, I feel I must make things right.” 

High Priest Haluki listened carefully as Mr. Today explained everything. 

When he was finished, the high priest nodded. “Whatever the outcome, it’s 
the right thing to do.” 

“We should call them together as a group and do it at once, don’t you think?” 

Haluki smiled. “I’ll have my drivers gather them immediately.” 


DYKK 


Within an hour, the six remaining original founders of Quill sat in the high 
priest’s palace, wondering what in Quill could have happened to cause them to 
be sprung from their various homes and from the Ancients Sector. It had been 
decades since they’d last seen Marcus. They peered at the high priest and Mr. 
Today, some of them still sharp, others not quite all there, but all of them fairly 
able-bodied. 

“Two visits to the palace in one day,” grumbled one woman. “Maybe you’ve 
finally come around to feeding us, High Priest.” 

“T’ve already told you how to find food, Mrs. Rattrapp,” Gunnar said. 

Three men sat silent, along with a woman who kept nodding off in her chair. 

A final woman sat rigid. She glanced around the office, noting Matilda with 
narrowed eyes. But she remained silent. 

Mr. Today stood before them. “Friends,” he said, “You don’t remember 
coming to Quill. Nor did you remember the water that surrounds the land, or the 
homes and people you left to be here.” He looked around to gauge their reactions 
before continuing. “You also don’t remember the magical abilities you all have. 


And that’s my fault. Justine and I took those memories from you many years 
ago.” 

He watched them. The two alert women were the only ones who had any 
reaction at all. Slow-motion shock registered on their faces, along with a large 
dose of confusion. He was using words they hadn’t heard before. “But I’m going 
to give you back your memories now. I’m so terribly sorry. I hope you can 
forgive me. I understand if you cannot.” 

He lifted his hand, and then paused when he caught the eye of the rigid, silent 
woman. It looked like she wanted to say something. “Yes?” Mr. Today asked 
gently. 

“Will I remember my name?” she whispered. 

Mr. Today nodded. “Yes, my dear Secretary. You’ll have your name... right 
now.” He waved his hand over the group. 

The four from the Ancients Sector appeared slightly puzzled, but largely 
unaffected. 

The grumbling Wanted woman’s face turned red and she looked furious. 

And the woman named Secretary burst into tears. 





On the Lawn 


Mr. Today walked the long route back to Artimé as he liked to do now, giving 


himself time alone to think about all that had just transpired. When he arrived on 
the lawn at sunset, he saw Alex, Meghan, Cole Wickett, and Samheed sitting by 
the water. He sat down with them. 

“Its a beautiful sky tonight,” he said, gazing over the water to where the 
islands could just barely be seen if one knew where to look. “How are things 
going? Are you managing studies along with your new duties helping the 
Necessaries?” 

“Oh yes,” Meghan said, always chipper in front of the mage, even when she 
didn’t feel like it inside. “Things are going well.” She smiled sweetly at Mr. 
Today, remembering the first time they sat together on this lawn back when he 
had turned a flower into a music box. It felt like ages ago, though it had only 
been a year and a half. “It’s still funny to realize all the things we didn’t used to 
know.” She laughed. “If that makes any sense.” 

Cole sat up straight. “It makes sense to me,” he said, fairly toppling over with 
admiration for every word that left Meghan’s lips. 

Meghan didn’t seem to notice Cole’s attentions as she continued her update, 
but Samheed looked away in disgust. Alex squelched a grin. Once Lani had 
pointed out the love triangle, he’d been watching them closely, and found it 
hilarious that Meghan seemed entirely unaware of her suitors. 

Alex elbowed Samheed. “Lighten up,” he muttered. And then he said for all 
to hear, “Where’s Lani? She’s been scarce for days.” 

Samheed shrugged. “Probably working on something. Who knows.” He 
shifted uneasily, knowing Lani was avoiding Alex, and turned his attention back 
to Mr. Today. 


“And where’s Sean?” Alex didn’t seem to get the picture. 

Samheed shrugged and put a finger to his lips, then pointed to Mr. Today. 

“Well, that’s wonderful, Meghan,” Mr. Today was saying. He got to his feet. 
“Alex, Pll see you tomorrow as usual. The rest of you, thank you for your 
generous contributions to our Necessary guests. It means the world to me.” 

Alex joined the others in a round of good-byes, but wondered secretly why 
Mr. Today wanted to continue meeting with him when he clearly wasn’t the 
leader Mr. Today was looking for. 

“Did you tell him?” Samheed asked Alex after Mr. Today was gone. 

“Yes, about five times.” 

“Why do you keep meeting with him, then?” 

“T have no idea.” Alex sighed. “I mean, I said I’d help out, so maybe that’s 
why.” 

“Did you ever think about suggesting a different leader?” 

Alex laughed. “Who, you?” 

“No.” Samheed scowled. “I don’t want to do it either.” 

“Then who?” 

“T don’t know. Don’t you think there’s someone you know pretty well who 
would be a good partner for High Priest Haluki?” 

“Well, sure. Lani. But she just seems mad that I said no. She hasn’t said five 
words to me since I told you guys about it. So I don’t think she’d want it, or 
she’d have said something.” 

Samheed flopped back on the grass and stared at the stars that were just 
beginning to pop out for the evening. He sighed and muttered, “Why does 
everything have to be so complicated?” 

“You’re asking me?” Alex said. 


DYKK 


The next afternoon Alex made his way as usual to Mr. Today’s office. When he 
stepped inside, he stopped abruptly. There he found Ms. Morning, dressed in 
riding jodhpurs, a vest, and a cap. Her long honey-colored hair was mussed as if 
she’d been out in the wind, and Alex wondered idly if Mr. Today had randomly 
created horses around Artimé or if there were just the magical kind that Samheed 
had once used. 

She noticed his look and laughed. “Small group training on invisible steeds,” 
she said. 

“Ahh.” Alex smiled and then noticed a stranger in the room. 

On the far side of Ms. Morning sat a rigid elderly woman. She startled when 
she saw Alex, and her face grew fearful. 


“Oh, wow, I’m sorry,” Alex said, his face flushing with embarrassment. He 
took a step backward. “Did I get my meeting time wrong?” 

Ms. Morning smiled. “Not at all, Alex. You’re right on time. I think we’re all 
meeting together.” She turned to the woman and patted her hand. “He’s not who 
you think. This is Aaron Stowe’s twin, Alex. The resemblance is startling, isn’t 
it?” 

“Yes,” the woman said, still wary. “Quite.” All Eva had ever wanted in life 
was her job, and a boy who looked exactly like the one facing her had been the 
one to take it away. 

“Alex Stowe, please meet Eva Fathom.” 

Alex wiped his hands on his pants’he’d just finished working with chalks’and 
nearly tripped over the chair leg as he walked over and reached out a hand to the 
woman. “Good grief,” he muttered at his own clumsiness, and then to the 
woman he said, “It’s nice to meet you,” thinking how strange it was that 
someone here in Artimé knew Aaron but not him. 

Just then Mr. Today breezed in. “So terribly sorry to be late!” he said. “I was 
just checking in with Charlie, as I was a bit worried about how he’s doing here 
without Matilda. But they are in constant communication, so neither is feeling 
too badly, much to my relief. And both understand their importance in helping 
us during these uncertain times. How are we all? Have we met?” 

Alex nodded. 

“We’ve met, Father, but I think we’re all waiting for you to explain the 
connection,” Ms. Morning said. 

“Ahhh,” Mr. Today said, rubbing his hands together and smiling. “Well, 
Claire, Alex, and my dear Secretary’oh, pardon me! My dear Eva’the meeting is 
somewhat coincidental, as Ms. Fathom is here as an old friend and a new 
resident and I’m excited to welcome her. And, incidentally, glad to know your 
magic has indeed been restored, Eva, because without it you wouldn’t have been 
able to get into my office. So . . . well done,” he said, extraordinarily pleased. 
“Well done. Additionally, you three are all part of my future plans. Claire, you 
and Alex will begin learning more and more about the nuts and bolts that hold 
this place together, as you’ve offered to cover things for me while I take a 
holiday, hum hum,” he said with a little note of pleasure that he couldn’t contain, 
“and the delightful Ms. Fathom would like to accompany me on my holiday to 
the nearby islands and visit old friends, now that she remembers them. It’s 
always nicer to travel with someone, don’t you agree?” 

As Ms. Morning and Alex had never traveled before, they only nodded 
politely, keeping their puzzlement at Mr. Today’s strange statement to 
themselves, which people sometimes did with the mage. Ms. Morning said, “Oh, 


yes,” to acknowledge that they were listening, but it didn’t really matter since 
Mr. Today was talking excitedly now. 

“Now, Alex, you said that you’d do your best to help out, correct?” 

Alex shifted in his chair. “Sure, I guess,” he said. 

“Wonderful!” Mr. Today said. “Well then. Claire, Ms. Fathom will be staying 
here in Artimé from now on. Will you show her to her room?” 

Eva Fathom, who’d said barely a word, had that anxious look about her eyes 
like most visitors from Quill. “It’s a large place here,” she said now, a bit 
uncertainly, as if doubting her decision to move in. “How will I find my room?” 

“Never fear, never fear. Your door will magically call out to you. Just don’t 
forget your name and you’ll be all right.” The old mage grinned cheekily, which, 
after a beat, produced a reluctant chuckle from the former secretary to the High 
Priest Justine. 

“All right,” she said, warming up a bit. “I thank you for your hospitality. Are 
you sure I’ll be . . . accepted here after the position I held?” She glanced again at 
Alex, whose resemblance to Aaron was so strong that she could hardly hold 
herself from showing him the contempt she felt deep inside. 

“Perfectly accepted,” Mr. Today assured her. “Alex may look like Aaron, but 
he is the opposite of his twin. And Alex has none of his twin’s drive to take over 
anything at all, so please don’t worry about him.” He laughed and held out a 
hand. 

Alex felt his smiling lips freeze into position. It was like everything continued 
around him, Eva Fathom getting up and Ms. Morning ushering her out the door, 
but Alex couldn’t move as Mr. Today’s words sunk in. He knew Mr. Today 
meant to imply that Alex wasn’t an evil person who was trying to take over 
anyone’s position or land or community, but the way the words came out in that 
particular order felt like a fire-breathing origami dragon had attacked and 
penetrated Alex’s chest, taking away his breath. 





Door Number One 


Mr. Today left the office to accompany Ms. Morning and Eva Fathom to the 


new Necessary hallway where Eva would be staying, giving Alex a few 
moments alone to recover, at least physically. By the time Mr. Today and Ms. 
Morning returned, Alex’s frozen face had thawed and he’d coaxed himself into 
letting the sting go away. After all, it was true, wasn’t it? Alex just didn’t have 
the drive to become leader of Artimé. Was there something to be ashamed of 
because of that? Alex didn’t think so. He sighed deeply and tried to relax in his 
chair, prepared to find out what he was supposed to do to help Mr. Today and 
Ms. Morning. 

But when they returned, Mr. Today didn’t sit. “Come with me,” he said 
instead, and he turned abruptly, walking back out the door. He hastened up the 
mostly secret hallway to one of the two doors on the opposite wall. He paused 
dramatically as Alex and Ms. Morning caught up to him. “This isn’t quite as 
exciting for Ms. Morning as she’s been in here a time or two. But it’s a 
fascinating place, and I think yov’ll enjoy it, Alex. I call it . . . the Museum of 
Large.” 

It was a door Alex had often wondered about’one of four doors in this part of 
the secret hallway that he’d never seen opened, nor anyone entering or exiting. 
He assumed the two doors on the same side of the hallway as Mr. Today’s office 
were his private living quarters, which made sense when Alex remembered that 
Mr. Today had once come in through the back wall of the office. But the two on 
the kitchenette side of the hallway had remained a mystery until now. 

All negative feelings forgotten, Alex watched eagerly as Mr. Today touched 
the handle and uttered a spell. “Door number one.” The door swung open with a 
low creak and Mr. Today stepped aside. 

Alex walked into the dimly lit room, squinting to see. His footsteps sounded 
louder than life, as if the room went on for quite a long way, and he could hear 


things whirring and clicking, and what was possibly a distant waterfall or a 
fountain. 

Ms. Morning and Mr. Today entered behind him and closed the door, and just 
as Alex’s eyes began to adjust, Mr. Today commanded light to appear. In an 
instant, torchlike lamps that were attached to the walls lit up one by one, chasing 
around the perimeter of what seemed like an endless room... or cave...or... 
Alex didn’t know a name for it. He sucked in a breath as his eyes leaped from 
one large item to the next. 

“Go on then, have a look around for a few minutes,’ Mr. Today said, 
chuckling. “You might not want to touch anything unless you’re absolutely sure 
of what it is.” Ms. Morning smiled, nearly as eager as Alex. It looked like a 
place where you could visit a hundred times and still never see everything. 

Alex looked to his left along the wall. The length of it as far as he could see 
was covered in tall shelves. Books overflowed from them, some carelessly so, 
and none looked like they were in any particular order. There were giant maps 
and an enormous marble ball with etchings on it and a ring around it, floating on 
a bubbling fountain. In a way this part of the Museum of Large resembled the 
Artimé library, but this seemed more massive yet more intimate at the same 
time. 

“What are all these books about?” Alex was secretly delighted to see them in 
such disarray. It felt very homey despite the vastness of this room. “And how is 
it possible that this room just goes on forever? It seems like it would bump into 
one of the other mansion hallways.” 

“The books’many of them penned by me’are about a lot of things. There are 
also duplicates of most of them in the library. As for the room size, it’s magic 
like the lounge or the theater. It takes up no real physical space, which is why it 
doesn’t encompass the entire upper level of the mansion.” 

Something looming to Alex’s right caught his eye and made the boy turn 
toward it, away from the books. He gasped. Just dozens of steps away was an 
enormous statue of an elephant-like creature so large that it nearly touched the 
ceiling. Alex had seen a picture of elephants in the library, but this one was 
ridiculously huge and had two long, sharp tusks along with a smaller pair that 
gleamed. Alex looked at Mr. Today. “Is it alive?” he whispered. 

Mr. Today put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “No. Sadly I had to pull the 
magic from old Tater many years ago. He’s a mastodon statue’a prehistoric sort 
of elephant that I’d seen a picture of once. I thought he’d be useful in moving 
things around, but I never did get his mind quite right in the creating process. He 
grew to this size in a matter of days and soon became violent with the domestic 
creatures. So I sent him to live in the jungle for a while, but it didn’t suit him, 


and he began to destroy it’uprooting trees and wandering back to the lawn, 
scaring everyone. He grew quite beyond what I’d ever intended, and he was 
becoming vastly uncomfortable in his own skin, so to speak. And try as I might, 
there was nothing I could do to change his disposition. I had made a mistake, 
and the rest of Artimé was suffering for it.” 

Mr. Today reached out to pet the beast. He was only tall enough to reach the 
creature’s knee, so he patted that. “It was a hard day, but in the end Tater 
requested ithe was incredibly unhappy, I could tell. Once the magic was gone 
from him I couldn’t bear to destroy him completely, so he lives on in here as a 
little reminder. He was the last statue I made’! just couldn’t stand to go through 
that again, so I stopped creating them.” 

Ms. Morning gave her father’s hand a squeeze. He looked at her, his eyes the 
tiniest bit shiny with regret. 

But Alex didn’t notice the sentimental exchange’ his gaze had already alighted 
on something new, and his jaw dropped. Standing near the middle of the room, 
beyond an old refurbished Quillitary vehicle and a gray shack that looked eerily 
familiar, was an enormous pirate ship, tilted slightly to its port side. It had three 
masts with beautiful yet ominous-looking sails, and a deep brown wooden hull 
that shone as if it had been polished endlessly. Magnetized, Alex moved toward 
it. When he got close, he put his hands on the hull, running his fingers along the 
smooth wood. And then he cocked his head and stood very quiet for a long 
moment. 

He turned to Mr. Today. “Do you hear that?” 

Mr. Today smiled and touched the hull. “Yes. I’m not sure what causes it.” 

“It’s whispering, like it’s coming from inside the boat.” 

Mr. Today nodded. “It’s done that all along. I’ve never been able to 
understand what they’re saying. Can you?” 

Alex shook his head. 

Ms. Morning, who had followed Alex, approached. “I think they’re speaking 
in a different language,” she said. “I’ve tried to understand it but admittedly 
without luck as well. I meant to ask Siggy about a book on languages.” 

Alex looked puzzled. “Languages? You mean, not what we speak? Like 
animal language or something?” 

Mr. Today smiled. “When I was a boy, people spoke different languages 
depending on where they lived. They may still do so, I don’t know. I hope to 
find out.” 

Alex looked back at the ship. “So . . . what is it for? Did you make it?” 

“No, I didn’t actually make this. It washed up on the beach one day a few 
years ago’does that sound accurate, Claire?” 


Ms. Morning pressed her lips together, thinking. “Yes, not more than five 
years ago, for sure.” 

Mr. Today went on. “There were two pirates inside, but they were already 
dead’there was nothing any of us could do to save them. They wore the strangest 
things around their necks. . . .” Mr. Today trailed off, remembering. 

“But how did you get it up here in the. . . the Museum of Large?” He liked 
the name, though he didn’t really know what a museum was, other than this. 

Mr. Today snapped back to the present. “What? Oh, just magic,” he said. 
“The transport spell’do you know it?” 

Alex shook his head. 

“No component necessary, just envision the item in the place you want it to 
go. Like this.” He pulled a candy platyprot from his robe, plucked a tiny piece of 
lint off of it, closed his eyes, and whispered, “Transport.” 

The candy disappeared, and a moment later Alex felt something in his hand. 
He grinned and looked at the bright yellow candy, blew on it, and then popped 
the tasty treat into his mouth. “Cool,” he said. 

The candy in his mouth said a muffled, “Cool. Cool. Cool.” 

“Tt doesn’t work with humans or living creatures, only objects,” Mr. Today 
added. “Small things transport quite perfectly, but large things can be quite 
tricky to place properly, so if you’re very particular about where you want 
something big to end up, you’re better off moving it yourself.” 

“Why did you put the ship up here?” 

“T was afraid our creatures would get hurt or trapped if I left it on the beach. 
And it was a tremendous eyesore. It was such a rotted mess, I wasn’t sure it 
could be saved. But I’ve fixed it up now, good as new. This is where I do a lot of 
my thinking.” 

Ms. Morning nodded. “I remember when this washed up’it was in terrible 
shape! You’ve done so much with it. Are you planning to take this on your 
journey? I assumed you’d use the white boat.” 

“Tve thought about it,” Mr. Today said. “With a little magic I could handle 
this ship on my own. I’d have to change out the pirate flags for something more 
friendly-looking, of course.” 

Alex knew a little about pirates from Mr. Appleblossom, who had 
singlehandedly performed (in double-time) all the major roles of a pirate musical 
during Actors’ Studio several weeks before. “I think you would make a great 
pirate,” Alex said. 

“Why, thank you, Alex,” Mr. Today said. And then his eyes opened wide as if 
he just thought of something. “Have you noticed the whale yet?” 

“Where?” Alex looked all around. 


“On the other side of the ship.” Mr. Today ushered Alex around the ship to 
where the skeleton of a whale stood on display, put together perfectly. “This is 
also not of my own creation. It’s a real whale that landed on the beach and got 
stuck many, many years ago, when I was alone here. I couldn’t use transport 
magic to get it back in the water because, like I said, that spell doesn’t work on 
living creatures. 

“Frantic, I tried everything I could think of to no avail,” Mr. Today said with 
a sigh. “I guess magicians can’t fix everything’at least this one couldn’t, 
especially back in the early days.” He scratched his head. “I might have been 
able to do something if it had happened now, though my healing spells still 
aren’t very strong. Healing has never been one of my gifts.” His voice was sad 
as he looked over the skeleton. “I stayed with it until the end. It was a hard 
moment, and it remains a difficult memory. I felt very helpless. I’d like to think 
the whale didn’t blame me.” He walked around to the mouth of the skeleton. “So 
very sorry about that,” he said in a soft voice, as if the whale could hear him. 

Alex, though sensitive of Mr. Today’s feelings, couldn’t stop his eyes from 
wandering. He stared hard through the whale skeleton at something strange on 
the other side. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing. He ran around the other side 
and saw a giant, jagged piece of lightweight material with some yellow lettering 
on the side. There was a fanlike object attached to the front of it. 

Mr. Today followed. “Oh, this! It came out of the sky one day,” he said, a 
smile playing at his lips. 

Alex stared at Mr. Today. “From the sky? Weird.” 

“Yes, it was very strange. It started out much larger, or so I’m told’Jim saw it, 
as did Simber and a few others. It fell into the water, quite far over the ocean. 
This piece washed ashore a day or two later.” 

Alex looked at Mr. Today, but he had no words to express his wonderment at 
all the unusual things this room contained. He looked around at everything’the 
enormous library, the ship, the mastodon statue, the whale skeleton, and the 
countless other things yet to be explored’and he asked as politely as he knew 
how, “Mr. Today, why do you keep all of this amazing stuff locked up in here? 
Don’t you think others would like to see it?” 

Mr. Today smiled and thought a moment before answering. “It seems a bit 
selfish of me, doesn’t it? Indeed, it does. But these things are either too 
breakable or too big to display elsewhere, or they are my personal treasures. 
These items make up my existence, Alex. Much of my life was spent alone, and 
these things are witnesses to it. The library tells my story, the mastodon my 
mistakes, the ship my discoveries and my abilities to make old things new 
without magic, and the whale . . . my limitations, I suppose.” He pressed a finger 


to his lips. “There are many other things in here, but perhaps we’ve seen enough 
for today.” 

Mr. Today motioned toward the door and the three began walking. “I wanted 
you to see this for a reason. If while I’m away you need to know something 
about my past, please do check the library here. You’ll find history, magic, and 
mistakes galore. Do you remember the spell to get in?” 

Alex thought back. “Door number one?” he asked. 

“That’s correct. And I needn’t remind you to keep that to yourself. These 
things are precious to me. They are my treasures. I know you’!l protect them and 
care for them, won’t you?” 

Alex nodded vehemently as they exited the room and pulled the door closed. 
“T’Il protect them with my life,” he said. And he meant it. 





Cohorts 


Das after day Aaron Stowe packed his book bag full of food early in the 


morning, snuck out of the Haluki house, and made it to the palace gate by 
sunrise. Each day after the first, he made friends with a few hungry Wanteds and 
told them to return the same day the following week. Each afternoon when he 
was finished with his work near the palace, he went to the Favored Farm to 
collect more food. 

On Monday of his second week, a figure was waiting for him. Once he 
realized it wasn’t someone out to harm him, Aaron smirked to himself’his plan 
was working. He approached and recognized the figure as the elderly woman 
he’d met his first day at the gate. 

“Greetings,” Aaron said. “I’m glad to see you back. Have you a need for 
more food? I’ve brought you some like I promised.” 

“Aaron Stowe’isn’t that your name?” the woman asked. She looked at him 
with an air of suspicion. 

Aaron’s eyes flickered. “I can’t deny it. I was the assistant secretary to the 
High Priest Justine until her assassination. Then I was ousted from the palace 
despite my abilities to improve Quill, and now I struggle to get by like everyone. 
May I ask yours?” 

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Gondoleery Rattrapp.” She emphasized the 
second syllable of her last name quite forcefully, so that it sounded like “ruh- 
TRAP.” “I’m one of the original founders of Quill,” she said importantly. “And 
a bitter enemy of Artimé.” 

“Well met, Mrs. Rattrapp,” Aaron said, hiding his shock at her boldness of 
speech, and offering a hand. When Gondoleery held out her hand in return, 
Aaron took it and bowed over it as if she were the high priest, which left the 
woman speechless for a moment. 

“Gondoleery, please,” she said when her voice returned to her. 

Aaron smiled at her and rummaged through his bag. “Gondoleery, and you 
must call me Aaron. And now that we are friends, perhaps you’d like breakfast. I 


have some fresh fruit today and some peanuts.” 

Gondoleery eagerly accepted the food, and at the sight of it, a handful of 
passing strangers, including a few more familiar faces, approached. Aaron 
reached into his bag methodically and doled out food items one at a time to keep 
the suspense high, but kept his attention focused on Gondoleery. 

The old woman ate a few bites and then spoke. “I came to talk to you about 
what you said last week’about your ideas. I doubt you’ve heard, but that fink 
Marcus Today informed the six remaining founders of Quill that he stole our 
early memories from us decades ago. Now he’s supposedly sorry and he gave 
them back. So... I know everything.” 

Aaron couldn’t hide his surprise. “What are you talking about?” The crowd 
around them grew. 

Gondoleery continued. “Back when we all made our new society in Quill, we 
came from other places, all of us. Other islands, other communities.” 

Aaron had to hold in his disbelief. Other islands? 

“Justine and Marcus traveled around’they both had long hair back then, and 
those ridiculous robes, which were actually more like ponchos . . .” She trailed 
off for a minute, lost in thought. “Anyway, they traveled around letting people 
know about the dangers of the world that would soon come to pass, and they 
offered us this wonderful opportunity for a safe and perfect society. I, being not 
quite twenty, jumped at the chance. What an adventure, I thought.” She scowled 
at her wrinkled hands. “And after some time here, while we built the protective 
wall around our society, Marcus Today enacted his insidious plan. He stole our 
memories and brainwashed us into believing that we were surrounded by 
enemies.” 

Aaron, having lost all sense of decorum, could only stare. “He did that to 
you? Wait. Are you saying that he brainwashed the High Priest Justine as well?” 

“He must have stolen her memory too,” said Gondoleery. “She would never 
have lied to us’she was a good woman. She was my leader, and Marcus Today 
has robbed us all.” 

A fearful, thrilling sort of feeling pierced through Aaron’s stomach as he 
worked his mind quickly over this surprising statement. What could it all mean? 
Ah, but he knew it was ammunition he needed, and quite possibly his ticket to 
the palace. He needed to organize his thoughts and get his plan right from the 
first moment in order to build his team of followers. 

As pressure built from the whispering group around them, Aaron thought for 
a moment longer. He composed himself, gazing off into the distance as if this 
weren’t the most important conversation of his entire life, one that his entire 
success hinged upon. And then he nodded slowly. “You’re right, of course,” he 


said. “This is what I have discovered as well. Mr. Today has fooled us all. Look 
around!” He made eye contact with each person surrounding him. “Look at us! 
We have been completely duped by Marcus Today since the beginning of Quill, 
fooled by a deranged man who lives in a mansion and eats all he wants, and 
never needs or wants for anything. He has handpicked his constituents over time, 
deceiving his own twin sister into believing she was the supreme ruler. And then 
he caused her death when she’and I’,” he added, “discovered his lies, so that 
these secrets would go to the grave with her.” 

He took a breath and let it out slowly. “But we are smart, and the truth is clear 
now: Quill is not the land of the Wanteds, and it never has been. Artimé is the 
land of the Wanteds, and we are the true Unwanteds, all of us.” 

And then he paused dramatically, waiting for complete silence, before he 
asked the ominous question. “My friends,” he said in a dark and bitter voice, 
“how does it feel to be Unwanted?” 

As the small crowd’s shocked mumblings grew to complaints and anger, 
Aaron Stowe watched, concealing his delight. If he could keep the momentum 
going, revenge might be nearer than he’d ever dared to hope. 





Misunderstandings 


Mex shifted from one foot to the other as he waited near the steps outside of the 


girls’ hallway in the mansion, staring at the blank wall and watching girl after 
girl pop out of it. Most ignored him, for it wasn’t uncommon for a boy to be 
waiting there for one of the girls. But some gave him a quizzical look, curious as 
to whom he was waiting for. 

Most of the students knew who Alex was. After all, he was the one who 
nearly wrecked everything by bumbling around Artimé during the governors’ 
visit, and the one the Quillitary general singled out at the onset of the battle. 
Students knew from gossip and whispers about his evil twin brother, and some 
mistrusted Alex for it. But Alex didn’t think that was fair at all. Everyone still 
loved Mr. Today even though they now knew that Justine had been his twin. 
And half the Unwanteds had other siblings in Quill’why weren’t those 
Unwanteds suspicious? 

But Alex thought of none of this today. After a restless night and nearly two 
weeks of the silent treatment from Lani, Alex woke a bit bleary-eyed but 
determined to get on Lani’s good side again. Because even though they fought 
sometimes, he liked her more than he dared to admit to anyone, and he was 
miserable when they weren’t speaking. 

Ten minutes passed, and Alex began to wonder if Lani had already gone 
downstairs. His mind wandered to breakfast, but getting things straight with Lani 
was even more important than food. Finally she burst through the wall wearing a 
pretty blue top that matched her eyes and reading from a book as she did almost 
every day. 

“Lani,” Alex said. 

She turned her head, bewildered at first, a bit lost in her book, but then she 
saw him. “Oh,” she said. “Hi.” She glanced at the stairs, tempted to continue 
down them, but then bit her lip and stopped. “Hi,” she said again. “I didn’t see 
you there.” 


Alex smiled and pointed at the book. “I know.” 

They stood facing each other awkwardly, the top of the balustrade between 
them, others rushing past to get to breakfast before classes started. 

“So... what’s up?” Lani asked. “Are you going to breakfast?” 

Alex swallowed hard. “I’no, I’m not. I want to talk to you.” 

Lani looked at the floor. “What about?” 

“About why you’re mad at me. Look, I’m sorry, okay?” 

Lani closed her book and sighed. “What are you sorry about? Did Sam say 
something?” 

“You talked to Samheed about me?” Disgusted, he shook his head. “No, I’m 
actually perceptive enough to know when you’re mad at me all on my own, 
believe it or not.” It came out harsher than he meant it. “You’ve been avoiding 
me for two weeks.” 

The crowd around them thinned as the last stragglers made their way 
downstairs. Alex glanced over the banister to the entryway below, where 
Florence and Simber stood in their places, focusing on the dining room, or 
perhaps pointedly not looking at the top of the stairs to give the two some 
privacy. 

Lani put her foot on the top of the landing, lining her shoe up next to Alex’s. 
“T know,” she muttered. “You don’t have to be sorry. It’s not your fault.” 

“Well, I could have said yes,” Alex admitted, “so in a way it’s my fault, but 
I’m glad you see it from my perspective.” 

“Wait,” Lani said slowly. “What?” 

Alex’s eyes widened. He got the feeling he had just done something wrong 
again. “What, what?” 

“What are you apologizing for, exactly?” she asked, her free hand moving to 
her hip. 

Alex could see the tension come back to her face, but he didn’t know what 
else to say. “I’I’m apologizing because you wish I had told Mr. Today that I’d be 
the next leader... of...” He faltered. 

Lani waited a moment, daring him with her eyes to say the next word. But 
there was no way he was going to do that. “Boys,” she muttered before she 
turned on the ball of her foot and strode regally down the stairs. 

“Crud,” Alex whispered as he watched her silky hair bouncing against her 
back at each step. He felt like poking his own eyes out. When she neared the 
bottom, she continued walking straight ahead to the massive front door. She 
opened it and walked out. 

Florence glanced at Alex at the top of the stairs, trying to hide her 
amusement, but Simber stayed completely still except for his ears, which 


suddenly twitched and turned sharply, as if sensing something. Alex debated 
what to do for a moment, but then decided he didn’t need to starve to death over 
it, so he headed down the stairs as well to grab some food to bring to class with 
him. 

At the bottom of the steps, Simber tensed, and then quickly extended his 
wings, bumping Alex and knocking him flat, and scaring him a great deal. 

“Attention!” Simber roared, jumping from his pedestal and charging to the 
door. “Florrrence, to the gate. Alex and everrryone else, come. We artre underrr 
attack!” 

The giant cat pushed through the door and bounded away, his rippling stone 
body a mere flash by the windows that overlooked the lawn. Florence bellowed a 
sharp, “Marcus!” that shook the entire mansion. 

Alex took off out the door after Simber, the boy’s hands automatically 
digging in his pockets for spell components. Lani had had a head start, and 
Alex’s stomach twisted when he saw her’she wasn’t wearing her component vest 
today. “Lani, wait!” he cried out, but she didn’t hear him in all the noise between 
them. 





Intruders 


Mex ran toward the gate at top speed as a dozen others, including Ms. Morning 


and Sean Ranger, fluidly exited the mansion from all doorways. There was 
shouting and confusion, girrinos rearing up, and a number of screams. Simber 
thundered across the lawn making the ground shake, and Alex could see at least 
fifteen Quillens running about and yelling, attacking the girrinos with long 
pieces of rusty metal. Lani stayed on the edge of the fight, ducking and shoving 
Wanteds, avoiding attack and trying not to get trampled, but unable to cast any 
spells without her components. Three girrinos took the brunt of the attacks and 
the fourth contorted and shuddered on the ground, squealing and roaring in pain. 

Alex shot off a series of scatterclips, catching one Wanted in a wide open 
space and sending him flying backward several hundred feet into the Quill 
wasteland until he hit up against something the scatterclips could stick into. 

Ms. Morning ran up to the entrance, shooting spells and staring hard at the 
men and women who were attacking Artimé, trying to identify them. She ran up 
to one who was attacking the girrinos, disarmed him, and began to cast a spell 
when he turned. When she saw his face, she stopped mid-spell. Her mouth 
slacked open and the Wanted’s eyes grew wide with recognition, and then with 
fear. He took a step back and held his hand up as if to protect himself or beg for 
mercy. 

But there was no time for anyone to react further. Simber thudded to a stop at 
the gate and gave an earth-shattering roar. The Quillans took one look at the 
invincible beast and shrieked. They turned abruptly and fled down the dirt road 
toward Quill. Simber chased them several yards. Sean and Ms. Morning 
followed and stood in the road, watching them go. Ms. Morning’s fingers 
covered her mouth as the man she’d disarmed looked back. Simber whirled 


around and stampeded back to the entrance where Arija now lay completely still. 

A crowd of Artiméans gathered around Arija, including Lani and Mr. Today, 
who knelt by the girrino’s side. Alex, breathless, stopped at the edge of the 
crowd and peered through the spaces between people and creatures. All was 
eerily silent. 

Mr. Today murmured something undetectable over and over again as he 
moved his hand over the girrino’s neck. For several agonizing minutes he 
worked, and when he finally looked up, he had tears running into the deep 
wrinkles around his eyes. “I’m afraid’” His voice broke. He took a deep breath 
and rested his hand gently on Arija’s soft fur. He shook his head. “I’m not able 
to save her.” 

Everything was silent for the tiniest moment as Mr. Today’s words sank in. 
And then the remaining girrinos sent up a cry so loud, so sorrowful, that it broke 
the hearts of every hearted person and creature for miles. 

When Aaron Stowe heard it from deep within Quill, he smiled. 





A Grave Danger 


As word spread around Artimé about the attack and the shocking death of sweet 


Arija, no one was surprised to find classes canceled and an order on all 
blackboards to report to the theater immediately. 

Lani walked willingly with Alex now, the argument between them forgotten 
for the moment. The two entered the theater in shock, Alex putting his arm 
around Lani’s shoulders, and Lani letting him, as they made their way to where 
they usually met their friends when there was a crisis. 

Meghan and Samheed were there already, Meghan crying and clutching 
Samheed’s hand. The four of them stood, not saying much at all, each thinking 
about how weird and horrible it was to see somebody alive one moment, and see 
them dead the next. 

Alex told Meghan and Samheed how it all had happened, and how Lani was 
fighting valiantly, and how Simber scared the Quillens off, but it had been too 
late. Samheed, in a rare moment reserved for such tragic occasions, nudged Lani 
and whispered gruffly, “I’m glad you’re okay. Wear your stupid vest, okay?” 

A moment later a ripple went round the room as humans and creatures bustled 
to get seated, or to find their spots in the air as Jim the winged tortoise did, for 
on the stage was Mr. Today waiting patiently for silence. After everyone had 
settled and the room was quiet, Mr. Today spoke. 

“T wish to keep this brief,” he said in a gravelly voice. He cleared his throat 
and began again. “I am deeply saddened by this attack. Arija was a friend to 
everyone, and she guarded our entry faithfully for many years. No one was more 
dedicated to the safety of Artimé than she.” 

Tears fell around the room. 

“The attack makes it all too clear: Quill is struggling mightily to accept 
us’more than anyone had imagined. As much as our friend, High Priest Haluki, 
is doing to make this transition possible, it is still incredibly hard to introduce 
new ideas into a society that has been so set in its ways for all these years.” He 


scanned the audience, now fuller than ever with hundreds of Necessaries and 
even a few Wanteds joining them. His eyes landed on Eva Fathom, near the front 
of the theater, and he smiled sadly. Her form seemed less rigid than before, her 
head bowed. 

“Clearly, we didn’t expect this kind of violent, organized attack. Clearly, we 
should have.” 

Just then Charlie the gargoyle meandered to the stage and approached Mr. 
Today. He made rapid gestures with his hands, as if speaking in a kind of sign 
language, and Mr. Today watched him with great attention. When Charlie had 
finished, Mr. Today thanked him, and the gargoyle left the stage and wandered 
back to the tubes. 

“High Priest Haluki sends his deepest condolences. He was as shocked to 
hear of the tragedy as we were to witness it. He asks anyone involved in the 
skirmish who might have recognized a member of the party, whether Quillitary 
or otherwise, to please contact him.” 

At the back of the room, Ms. Morning twisted and worked a handkerchief. 
She didn’t look up. 

Mr. Today gave a tired sigh. “Ah, me. Here we are, back where it all started,” 
he said, almost to himself. “You know what to expect this time. Florence will 
begin Magical Warrior Training with the new residents, and the rest of you will 
sharpen your skills once again. 

“Simber will be stationed at the gate for now’he is there already. Tina, Opal, 
and Penelope will take some much needed time off to mourn their sister and 
leader. From this moment forward, everyone is to wear their fully stocked 
component vests at all times, stay tuned to your blackboards, and be prepared for 
battle at a moment’s notice.” 

Lani glanced at Samheed, who was looking sidelong at her. She nodded and 
looked down at her hands in her lap. 

Mr. Today asked, “Are there any questions?” 

“Yes,” came a loud voice. “I have a question.” Sean Ranger stood up. “Mr. 
Today, why don’t you put the gate back up? Haven’t enough of us died?” 

Mr. Today paused a long moment, and then he spoke. “I don’t know 
anymore, Sean,” he said simply. “I ask myself the same question daily.” 

“Ts it pride? Because if it is, I think it’s reckless.” Sean stood his ground. 

Mr. Today didn’t seem offended. “Perhaps you’re right. Thank you for 
speaking up. I’Il consider it.” 

A murmur rose up in the crowd. Alex sat up in his seat, shocked and even a 
little angry. Before he knew what he was doing, Alex stood and said, “Mr. 
Today, how can you say that after everything you’ve taught us? You taught us 


that we shouldn’t hide. You taught us that we have the right to exist and live 
freely! You saved us, and we have to save Artimé’that’s the price we pay for 
getting a second chance to live.” The room was quiet again. “And anyone who 
doesn’t agree can just go somewhere else.” 

Sean Ranger’s eyes flared as he sought and found Alex in the crowded 
theater. He opened his mouth to speak, but then one by one Samheed, Lani, and 
others around Alex stood in agreement. 

Only Meghan stayed seated, looking from her brother to her best friend back 
to her brother again. Wearily she buried her face in her hands as the place 
erupted into arguments and accusations about who was right, and what should be 
done. 

Alex, in heated but respectful debate with someone two rows in front of him, 
glanced up at the stage to see Mr. Today watching him. Alex stopped mid- 
sentence, feeling badly about starting the argument and ruining Mr. Today’s 
speech, but the old mage nodded at Alex and clasped his hands together. Alex 
thought he might even look a bit proud. 

A surge of electricity rushed through Alex’s blood, and he felt anew the 
absolute thrill of being saved by Mr. Today and Artimé, the challenge and luck 
of being alive’a feeling he hadn’t felt since before his brother had nearly killed 
him. He smiled at Mr. Today, for the first time feeling less like student and 
teacher, and more like friends. 

Almost as if they understood each other without needing words. 





Sleepless Again 


henever Alex couldn’t sleep he took to wandering the mansion. Sometimes in 
the dark of the night he saw Samheed, who had a similar sleep problem. Tonight 
was one of those nights. They left their rooms almost simultaneously, Samheed 
firing off a snide comment to his blackboard, Stuart, as he closed his door, and 
Alex responding “I won’t” to Clive’s “Don’t die” reminder. The two met up and 
walked together without a need to speak. 

Like they had done in the past, both turned right when they hit the balcony, 
and right again to walk down the mostly secret hallway. It had become habit to 
check out the blackboards in Mr. Today’s office every now and then. As they 
passed the door that led to the Museum of Large, Alex glanced at it, longing to 
go in again and explore. 

Samheed noticed the look. “What’s in there, anyway?” he asked. “Have you 
ever been in there? I tried the door once, but it’s locked.” 

Alex just shrugged, not wanting to lie, and not knowing if he could tell 
Samheed the truth. 

The glass wall was never in place anymore, but Alex was always cautious, 
sticking his foot out to make sure. 

Samheed laughed softly. “I ran into that thing once too, you know. If you 
throw a scatterclip or an origami dragon down the hall, you can tell if it’s up 
without having to inch along like that.” 

Alex sniffed. “I don’t like to waste my components.” 

“Suit yourself. You look like a dork, though.” 

They entered Mr. Today’s office and pulled chairs up to the blackboards, 
watching not much of anything in the dark. Alex knew that Mr. Today wouldn’t 
mind them sitting in here watching. Not now. Not anymore. It was much less 
scary not having to worry about Mr. Today discovering them, Alex had to admit. 

“T liked what you said at the assembly,” Samheed said after a while. “I think 
you were right. What the heck happened to make Sean Ranger even ask that 
question? That didn’t seem like him.” 

“T thought that was weird too, but he’s been acting strange lately. Did you see 


him take off out of the theater after the meeting? He went straight for the gate 
and into Quill,” Alex said as the blackboard focused on Aaron’s old room. A 
new boy was there now, but Alex couldn’t make out any features in the dark. “I 
think he and Meghan got gutted hard when they went to see their parents. Meg 
has seemed really preoccupied ever since they did that.” 

“Huh,” Samheed said. “Meg told me once that when Sean was first 
Unwanted, her mother wandered around for a couple of years with a vacant look 
on her face, like she was having trouble getting over Sean. But she didn’t have 
that same look for Meghan when she and Sean went back home to see them.” 

“Yeowch,” Alex said. “She told me they seemed glad to see Sean. But her... 
not so much.” 

“That’s pretty brutal. And a little too familiar.” 

Alex gave Samheed a sidelong look in the glow of the blackboards and the 
soft night lighting of the office. “Did your mother ever come back?” 

“No. And I’m glad. I hope she . . . I hope she never does.” 

“Would you talk to her?” 

“No.” Samheed ripped his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. Maybe. 
Would you talk to your parents?” 

Alex thought for a long moment. “Yes. But my parents won’t come. They’ |l 
be on Aaron’s side forever. He told me he never wanted to see them again, but 
that won’t matter to my parents. They are Necessaries who want to be Wanteds. 
They’ ll starve to death before they come to our side. That’s just the way they 
are.” 

They sat for a moment in silence. 

“Hey, who’s the new guy in Aaron’s room?” Samheed asked. 

“T dunno.” 

“Maybe Mr. Today is focusing on a different Wanted now. Spooky.” 

Alex sat up and leaned forward. “Do you think so?” 

“No, not really. It’s the same angle as before, and yeah, look,” he said, 
pointing at the knots of wood in their familiar places. “It’s the same door. I think 
we both have that dumb door memorized.” 

Alex laughed. “Yes. I bet Mr. Today still has my 3-D drawing. It would be 
funny to go in and scare the new kid.” 

Samheed smiled evilly. But then he turned back to the blackboards. He 
wasn’t about to be the bad guy again. “I wonder where Aaron is. Do you know?” 

“No.” Alex jiggled his foot. “And I don’t like not knowing. It makes me 
nervous.” 

“T know. Me too.” 

They watched a moment more, seeing only a few unidentifiable people 


walking along the road. Alex squinted, trying to see if one was Aaron, but he 
couldn’t be sure. A couple passed by, but all Alex could detect was an older 
woman with a young man of average height. It looked like Sean Ranger’s 
profile’and was that his mother? He peered closer, but soon they walked out of 
sight. Alex sighed. 

Samheed drummed the arm of his chair with his fingers. He stood up. 
“There’s nothing happening. I’m going to get food.” 

“Yeah.” Alex got to his feet too and followed Samheed out. The two 
wandered back to the balcony and down the stairs. Alex looked at the empty spot 
where Simber used to stand. It was strange not having Simber to guard the 
mansion door at night. Impulsively Alex said, “I’m going for a walk. See you in 
the morning.” 

“Yeah, okay.” 

Alex went outside and stood at the seashore for a few moments, feeling the 
salty spray and tasting it on his lips. He sucked in an enormous breath and let it 
out as he thought about Arija, and about Mr. Today up on the stage, and the 
strange but welcome surge of electricity that had pulsed through him. It was still 
there, that feeling. It was like he’d been sick for so long he forgot what feeling 
well was like. But today, he remembered. He felt like running and doing push- 
ups. Instead he turned and jogged past the mansion toward the gate. 

“Hello, Alex,” Simber said without turning around. 

“Hi.” Alex came up alongside the great cat. He sat down in the grass and 
leaned up against the gray stone wall. He looked out to the road that encircled 
Quill, to the very place where he stood with Simber when Quill attacked. A visit 
to the gate often conjured up strong feelings and vivid memories to those who 
passed through it. Alex shuddered as he thought about the other side. 

“Arrre you cold?” 

“No. Just remembering.” 

They sat in silence for a while, Simber’s ears, eyes, and nostrils moving now 
and then. 

“Can’t sleep?” A steady, low, rumble-purr added comfort to the night noises. 
“Orrr doing something else tonight?” 

“T haven’t felt like doing much of anything lately,” Alex said, surprising 
himself’he hadn’t voiced that feeling before, but such was the power of the gate. 
“Not since . . . you know. Since that whole attack in Justine’s palace.” 

Simber nodded. 

Alex waved away a mosquito that had strayed in from Quill. “That was really 
hard, you know?” 

“T rrrememberrr,” Simber said in a way that made Alex feel a bit better about 


it all. “You nearrrly died as I was carrrying you home.” 

Alex let his head rest against the wall and he sighed. 

“Its okay forrr you to feel that way,” Simber said. “Yourrr body has 
rrrecoverrred, but yourrr mind also needs to rrrecoverrr.” 

Alex was quiet for a long moment. He pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling 
a headache coming on. “I just can’t stand to think about another battle like that. 
About getting hit, and getting hurt like that again. You know?” He remembered 
how long it had taken to recover, how painful it was. “But,” he said, almost with 
wonder at the words that were coming out, “if I had to, I’d do it again. I’d do it 
for Mr. Today and Artimé. For sure I would.” 

Then he looked at Simber and asked, “Do you think I have drive?” 

Simber tilted his head, as if he were searching for the meaning behind the 
question. “The rrright question is, do you think you do?” 

Alex pressed his lips together tightly and nodded. “TI guess so. I think I do.” 

Simber almost smiled. “How does it feel?” 

“Tt feels scary. Dangerous. It’s a lot easier to just . . . be nothing. Ignore 
things.” 

For the first time since Alex sat down, Simber looked at the boy. “Yes, it is.” 

“Mr. Today wanted me to lead. Like . .. when he’s, you know, gone.” 

Simber turned his face back to Quill. “I know.” 

“T told him no.” 

“T know,” the cheetah said again. 

“Does he tell you everything?” 

Simber smacked his chops. “Prrretty much.” 

“Oh.” 

“Rrright.” Simber stood, walked to the road, and then returned, arching his 
back into an impossibly high arc, and then stretching out his hind legs as well, 
one at a time. “I feel as if therrre’s something else you want to ask me.” 

Alex bit his lip. “PI guess so. I mean . . .” 

Simber sat on his haunches and waited patiently. 

“I mean, who would... be there with me’for me’if I did it? Like, how you’re 
there with him. Or, you know, would I just be alone? Or have to find my 
own... Because I don’t... really . . . have anyone like that. Not at all.” He 
thought about his friends, knowing of course they’d be there whenever he 
needed them, but they just didn’t feel . . . big enough. And the job felt so 
cavernous, and Alex felt so . . . swallowed up by the thought. 

Simber turned once again to face Alex. His eyes were warm and they glinted 
in the moonlight. “I am alrrready herrre forrr you, Alex. Wheneverrr you need 
me, as long as you need me. And even longerrr,” he said. “It is my duty. But it’s 


also my pleasurrre.” 

Blood rushed to Alex’s face, but at the same time, warmth also flooded his 
chest. No one in Alex’s memory had ever said words quite like that to him 
before. 





Magic in Quill? 


Aion and Gondoleery met daily now by the gate to the high priest’s palace, a 


most peculiar- looking pair, though to the casual onlooker they appeared simply 
to be a young man with his grandmother’a deceptively innocent combination. 
Thus they became nearly invisible to the Quillitary over time. 

Every day the two were inseparable as they quietly coerced angry Wanteds 
and lured them with food to their way of thinking. Aaron, after a few days with 
Gondoleery, took a chance and told her where he was getting the food. He 
brought her with him to see the Favored Farm and showed her how easy it was 
to pick fruit and vegetables. And while Gondoleery had heard of this place from 
the high priest, she had no concept in her head of what it could be like, and had 
never gone to it because it was a Necessary job. 

“This place reminds me of where I grew up. People planted things,” 
Gondoleery said. She’d been thinking about her childhood a lot lately now that 
she had her memory back. “Each person grew their own, and brought the extras 
to a market once a week for the people who had no place to grow things. And 
those people would buy it,” she said. 

Aaron narrowed his eyes. “What’s ‘buy it? mean?” 

“Exchange a valuable coin for it. The coins could trade for anything, and 
everyone wanted more coins, so that was the best thing to have.” 

“Strange,” Aaron said, glancing over his shoulder to see if the guard was 
watching, and then shoving a handful of berries into his mouth and chewing 
thoughtfully. “You can’t eat these coins, can you? So what good are they?” 

“No, you can’t eat them, but you can buy food with them, and other things.” 

Aaron shrugged, disinterested. “What else is there to need except food? It 
sounds like extra work, trading coins for other things when you can just go get 
the other things.” 

Gondoleery wolfed down some grapes and nodded. “They kept making coins 
until everyone had hundreds and thousands of them, and then they weren’t 


valuable at all anymore.” 

Aaron furrowed his brow trying to make sense of it, but it sounded 
completely crazy to him. And soon he forgot all about it. They picked their four 
items each that they were not stealing, showed them to the guard, and went on 
their way. 

There was something else Aaron wanted to ask Gondoleery, and finally he 
ventured. “You said that when Mr. Today gave you back your memories, he also 
gave you back your magic. Does that mean you have magical powers, like Mr. 
Today and the Artiméans?” 

Gondoleery hobbled along next to him. “Maybe,” she said. 

Aaron salivated. As much as he hated the creativity behind magic, it was still 
a powerful weapon to have on their side. “You aren’t . . . sure?” 

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m not sure of anything,” she said, 
“including you. So I’m not going to answer that question.” 

Aaron bristled slightly. “Fair enough,” he muttered. “I thought that you might 
have noticed how much trust I’ve put in you, how much food I’ve given you, 
and now I’ve showed you the secret of the Favored Farm, which is practically 
our own private stash. But no matter.” He tried not to feel vulnerable, but he was 
suddenly afraid he’d made a big mistake in showing Gondoleery the farm. 

“Keep doing what you’re doing to upend Artimé and maybe one day I will 
tell you,” the old woman said. As it stood, she wasn’t quite sure what she could 
do magically. So far, it wasn’t much. But Aaron didn’t need to know that. 

“T have no other plans than to do just that,” Aaron said lightly. “We have 
ourselves quite a group of supporters now who have already enthusiastically 
made a mark on Artimé. Thirty-three at last count, including two governors’ 
sons, which I’m very pleased about. I intend to grow our group to a majority in 
Quill so that we might take over the palace, get rid of Haluki and Artimé, and 
return to the beautiful peace we once had in Quill. Do I have your full support?” 

“Of course,” Gondoleery said. “You have my full support to restore Quill. 
But that doesn’t mean you get all my secrets.” 

Aaron almost sniped back, “I don’t want all your secrets’just the one!” but he 
held his tongue and nodded, returning his demeanor to caring and friendly. 

As they approached the gate for the second time that day, Aaron saw a 
familiar figure waiting for them. They drew near, and Aaron held out his hand to 
the woman in greeting. “Ahh,” he said grandly. “My dear Eva Fathom.” He 
bowed over her fingertips. “What news do you bring us from the mansion?” 





A New Spell 


Mex, Lani, Meghan, and Samheed stood with hundreds of other Artiméans in 


two rows that stretched from the side lawn of the mansion all the way to the edge 
of the jungle. The rows faced each other, twenty yards apart, and Florence 
thunder-stepped between them, giving instructions on Advanced Magical 
Warrior Training. 

She called this session “Advanced,” though last year it was just called regular 
old ordinary Magical Warrior Training, because, after several very frustrating 
sessions with Necessaries and Unwanteds together, it became clear that certain 
new Artiméans were in need of a very basic class. More of a let’s-see-if-you- 
can-actually-pull-this-off-before-we-put-you-in-the-action sort of class. 

Lani’s little brother, Henry, ten years old but still about the size of a gargoyle 
(and, if you asked Lani, similar to a gargoyle in looks as well), was a quirky boy 
who asked a lot of questions and carried around a magnifying glass in case he 
needed to examine things, which he often stopped to do, to Lani’s exasperation. 
But Henry was also exceptional at magic and took to it very quickly, so he 
joined the advanced class with his sister and her friends. They actually really 
liked the boy. He was clever and a hard worker and took his spells very 
seriously. 

But Lani’s mother was one such Artiméan who perhaps “needed 
improvement” in Florence’s eyes. And there were many others’most of them 
adults, curiously enough, while the younger Necessaries were quite able to pick 
up the art organically. So the Beginning Magical Warrior Training class was 
born. 

The beginners were originally assigned to watch the advanced students, 
taking notes and trying things, but after several accidents around the community, 


it was decided that they were no longer allowed to actually touch any 
components at this time. 

So Alex and his friends waited patiently while Florence instructed the 
beginners, young and old alike, on what to watch for. Even Eva Fathom was 
there, watching with interest on the sidelines and taking notes. 

Alex fingered the new heart-shaped component in his pocket, eager to give it 
a try. He was very proud of this particular creation’it was likely his most 
powerful spell yet, and he was already working on a lethal level spell to it. It 
scared and thrilled him just to think about it, and a little chill ran up his spine and 
quivered at the back of his neck. He hadn’t felt this excited since . . . well, since 
the last time he began Magical Warrior Training. Maybe it was because he had 
worked so hard for it back then, or because he’d been somewhat unfairly held 
back from it originally, but deep down, Alex thought he knew what was so 
exciting about battle. It was because he was, to put it boldly, quite amazingly 
good at fighting. 

He smiled to himself as he realized it. It was totally true. Alex was a great 
fighter, and he was also an excellent spell builder’one of the best. Mr. Today 
said so. So did Simber, and Mr. Appleblossom, and Ms. Morning, and especially 
Ms. Octavia, who knew his skill level was far beyond many others his age. 

“What are you smiling at?” Lani whispered. 

Alex startled and looked at her. He grinned even bigger, and sort of goofily, 
because he realized that Lani was just as excellent in different ways. She was 
extremely stealthy and sly, and no one ever had to worry much about her’she 
could naturally get out of any pinch with her fast thinking and her intricate 
moves. 

Lani grinned too. “What?” she asked again. And then she laughed. “Why are 
we smiling?” 

Alex just looked at her, and his heart clutched and sputtered. “We’re 
awesome,” he said finally. “I’m smiling because we are awesome.” 

Lani laughed again and shook her head. “You are such a dork.” But she said it 
in the sweetest way a girl could ever say it to a guy. 

It was crazy. Alex felt like he was finally getting his energy back after the last 
battle, and he hadn’t even known he’d lost it until this excitement surged through 
him these past few weeks. He bounced on his toes in anticipation, focused now 
on the Unwanted opposite him’a woman who’d been purged about ten years ago, 
whom Alex had thought he’d seen around with a baby recently. He didn’t know 
her name, but she flashed a cheeky grin at Alex and gave him a nod that said 
“bring it.” 

As Florence counted down nearby, Alex put all his focus on the heart-shaped 


bit of clay between his fingers, and when she shouted “Fire!” Alex pulled his 
arm back, whispered “heart attack,” and then sent it forward in the fluid motion 
of a true artist who knows that speed isn’t important’ only focus is. 

The little heart left his fingers and sprouted tiny white wings, which gave it an 
incredible range. It sailed perfectly at the woman, who still grinned, knowing 
she’d get him back in a minute. It struck her in the chest. 

With the smile melting from her lips, the woman’s eyes grew wide, and she 
collapsed to the ground, her body in spasms. A few seconds later she stopped 
moving. 

Alex gasped. The roar of the crowd around Alex sounded far away as all the 
others let go of their components and the row opposite them erupted into the 
strangest fits anyone had ever seen. Some ran away screaming, some flew 
backward and were pinned to the great gray wall, others hopped around, and still 
others froze and didn’t move. 

There was complete silence from the beginner students who watched in fear, 
and a momentary collective pause from Alex’s row as they peered to see where 
their opponents ended up, and then a cheer. They ran immediately to their 
counterparts to release the spells. But Alex wasn’t cheering. 

He ran to the woman he’d hit. Her body had curled up on the ground, still and 
pale as death itself. Alex’s stomach twisted in fear’what if it was a little too 
strong? He hurried to release the spell. 

A tense moment passed and Florence approached. She looked at the woman 
and turned to Alex, alarmed. “What spell?” 

“A new one,” Alex said, ripping his fingers through his hair anxiously. “I call 
it ‘heart attack.’ ” His own heart sank to his gut as Lani, Sam, Meghan, and a 
dozen other Unwanteds gathered around to see what the fuss was about. 

Florence, never one to panic, patted Alex’s shoulder. “Okay. It'll be fine. 
Look’she’s coming around now.” 

The color slowly returned to the woman’s cheeks and her eyelids fluttered. 
She rolled to her stomach, coughed, and pushed herself up on one elbow, a 
dazed look on her face. 

Alex sucked in a breath and let it out in a loud, relieved whoosh. “Wow,” he 
said. “Sorry about that.” He held his hand out to her and she took it, getting up 
slowly. “Are you okay?” 

After a minute she grinned weakly and shook her head in wonder at the boy. 
“That,” she said, “was quite an experience.” She coughed a few times as 
Florence examined her. 

“T’m really sorry,” Alex said again. 

And then the woman looked Alex in the eye and said very seriously, “No, 


don’t be. I mean it. That was intense. I’d do just about anything for you, Alex, if 
you’d make me a dozen of those.” She straightened her vest and wiped a few 
blades of grass from her elbow. “As soon as possible, please. That’s the worst 
spell I’ve ever seen. Or felt. Or . . . experienced. And by worst, I mean best.” 

Alex let out a rattled laugh, still slightly unnerved. “Okay, sure,” he said. “No 
problem.” 

The woman held out her hand. “I’m Carina,” she said. “Carina Fathom. You 
can find me in the family hallway.” 

Alex relaxed a bit when he heard her familiar last name. “Alex Stowe,” he 
said, giving her hand a firm shake. “PIl make some for you, I promise.” 

The woman chuckled. “You’re so modest. Don’t you realize that everybody 
here knows who you are? In our hallway you’re known as ‘the guy to stand 
behind’ if we ever have to go to battle again.” She laughed. “That’s a pretty big 
compliment.” 

Alex felt his face heat up. “Wow,” he said, feeling extremely awkward. He 
thought he was still regarded as the one who almost ruined everything. 

He felt a heavy hand on his shoulder and looked up at Florence, who had a 
very pleased look on her face. “Okay, everybody,” she said. “Back to work.” 

The crowd dispersed back to their rows, but Florence kept her hand on Alex’s 
shoulder as they walked more slowly than the others and stopped halfway. When 
no one else was within listening distance, she faced him and spoke in a low 
voice. “You are a true warrior.” 

Alex blushed again and looked at the ground. 

“I’m going to need two things from you, Alex.” 

“Yes?” he said, looking back up. 

“A thousand heart attack components’ after you supply your test victim first, 
of course’and your presence at a private magical weapons meeting with Ms. 
Octavia, Mr. Today, Simber, Ms. Morning, and me. Mr. Today’s office, 
immediately after this session. Can you make that?” 

The excitement inside of Alex grew until it nearly burst forth from his skin. 
“You got it,” he said. He turned to run back to the line, and then he hesitated. 

“Florence?” 

“Yes?” 

“Can I bring my friends? They’re awfully good at spells too. We help each 
other a lot, and they have a lot of skills I don’t have.” He bit his lip, hoping he 
hadn’t asked too much. 

Florence narrowed her eyes. “Which ones? You mean the three you are so 
tight with? Haluki, Burkesh, Ranger, right?” 

Alex nodded. 


Florence considered it for a moment. And then she said, “I think that’s a very 
good idea.” 

Alex grinned. “Thank you!” 

He turned and was running back toward the shore to his spot where all the 
others waited patiently when something on the water caught his eye. He stopped 
and squinted, bringing his hand to his forehead to shield the sun. His jaw 
dropped. “What the... ?” It was the strangest thing he’d ever seen. He 
shouldered past his friends and kept going. 

Lani turned in surprise, and then she caught sight of it too. She sprinted after 
Alex and reached him just as he dove into the sea and swam out to it. 

“Call Mr. Today,” Alex shouted when he surfaced. “Hurry!” He reached for it 
and spun around on his back, kicking his feet and trying to pull the thing toward 
the shore. “Florence! Anybody! Help!” 





Visitors 


Janie and Meghan both came running and helped Alex pull the thing ashore. 


They’d never seen anything like it, but it didn’t take much to guess its purpose. 

It was a makeshift raft of logs and vines. Several logs were missing, as if it 
had fallen apart along its tenuous journey. But that’s not what the people of 
Artimé were looking at as they gathered around, for lying on the raft were two 
young people. 

At least they looked somewhat human, but if pressed, one might have to 
admit to being unsure. A boy of ten or eleven, perhaps, and a girl a few years 
older, both completely still, eyes closed. Their skin was badly sunburned, and 
they had very little more than that covering their bones. 

But the most ominous feature was this: Each wore a most curious, sinister 
thing’a thick band made of metal thorns that weaved in and out of the skin 
around their necks. 

Alex, who had cautiously stepped onto the raft and now kneeled between the 
two, stared at the girl with her parched lips and burned, peeling skin, the choker 
so embedded into her neck that it seemed part of her. Alex’s stomach twisted at 
the thought of someone threading it into her skin. He reached out to touch it. 
“Who are you?” he whispered. But there was no time to puzzle over things. 

Lani, who had immediately run to get Mr. Today, now returned at full speed, 
the old mage in her wake, his robe flying behind him. They had to break through 
the crowd that had rushed over at Alex’s first frantic shout. Alex and Meghan 
kneeled around the two bodies as Samheed and a few others barked at everyone 
to back away and give them space to move. 

Mr. Today dropped to his knees at the side of the girl and felt for a pulse. 

Alex turned and put his head on the boy’s chest. He held his hand above the 
boy’s nose and mouth. “I think he’s alive,” he said. 

Mr. Today looked up. “The girl is too. Let’s get them inside. Alex, remember 


the sick wing we created in the mansion where you spent so much time? I need 
you to re-create that for me immediately. I’m sending you the verbal 
component’check your pocket. Go!” 

Florence ordered the crowd to go back to the lawn and continue with class. 
Alex had no idea how he was going to create a sick wing, but didn’t hesitate. He 
sped to the mansion. 

“Meghan, please find Ms. Morning and tell her we have sick and injured. 
She’ll know what to do.” 

“Got it,” Meghan said, and she took off. 

“Samheed, can you pick up the boy, slowly and carefully please, and follow 
me?” 


DYKK 


In the mansion Alex, still dripping wet, wriggled his hand into his pocket and 
pulled out the sodden note from Mr. Today. He stood between the front entrance 
and the dining room, read over the words, concentrating, and then took a deep 
breath to calm himself. He didn’t want to mess this up. He held his shaking hand 
up to the wall and said, “Extend and heal, size small.” 

Nothing happened. 

Alex muttered under his breath. And then, louder and more forcefully, “Come 
on, Stowe.” He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and shook his arms out to 
loosen them. “You can do this. Believe it.” He let out the breath and opened his 
eyes. Concentrating, he allowed everything around him to fade to a blur and he 
stared hard at the wall. Then he held up his hand again, feeling the power it 
contained. He focused another second or two, and said it again, with great 
purpose and confidence. “Extend and heal, size small.” 

He held his pose, frozen and determined, staring at the wall. When it began to 
waver in front of him, he wasn’t sure if he was about to faint or if it was really 
moving. It only took a second to find out. 

The wall shimmered and then a piece the size of a doorway pushed back, first 
creating a space the size of a large closet, and then expanding in all directions 
until it neared the dimensions of Alex’s room. From one newly formed wall, 
beds, tables, and chairs dropped down. Countertops and cupboards pushed out of 
another wall, and medical tools and supplies on carts grew up from the floor. 
Just as the last piece settled into place, the mansion door pushed open and Mr. 
Today and Samheed walked in, each carrying one of the strangers. 

They hurried into the room and laid them on the beds. Mr. Today uttered a 
few healing spells over them in a calm, soothing voice. Soon Ms. Morning 
rushed in with a woman and man whom Alex recognized as nurses from when 


he spent time in here. 

Alex, still standing in a puddle of water near the opening to the hospital wing, 
shuffled forward a few steps and stared into the room at the strangers. Where did 
they come from? Who were they? The girl, despite her sunburn and her pinched, 
starved look, had such a perfect, exotic face. And the boy’s choker ornament 
must have been more recent’the skin around the thorns was swollen and scabbed 
over. 

Alex imagined their story, their world. Had they been out rafting for fun and 
gotten swept away with the current? Were they out fishing and a storm came up? 
He pictured the exotic-looking girl trying to be strong as the two faced the huge 
sea alone, trying to act brave in front of the younger boy. Trying to stay awake. 
And alive. He found himself drawn to her, admiring her, and he didn’t even 
understand why. 

A soft hand on his arm and a voice near his ear startled him back to reality. 
He turned and saw Lani. “Oh. Hey,” he said weakly. “I didn’t hear you come 
in.” 





The World Gets Bigger 


Tea should go change your clothes,” Lani said. “Pl clean this up.” 


Alex looked down at the puddle under his feet. “Oh, wow. Yeah. Thanks. PI 
be right back.” He bounded up the stairs two at a time, entered the boys’ 
hallway, and went into his room. 

“What happened to you?” Clive said, his face pushing out from the 
blackboard. 

Alex ran past Clive to his room. “Tell you in a second!” he said. 

“One,” Clive said. “Liar.” 

Alex changed his clothes and came back out, running a comb through his 
tangled mess of hair. “Two strangers on a raft landed on our beach,” he said, 
breathing hard. 

Clive’s expression brightened. “Ooh,” he said. “Where are they from? One of 
the islands out there? Not that I know much about the islands. I don’t get to see 
anything but you.” He sniffed. “I just hear things.” 

“Nobody knows. They’re not conscious.” He tossed the comb onto the bed 
and headed for the door. “I’ve got to go. Bye!” 

Clive mumbled something incoherent as the door slammed and Alex bounded 
back down the stairs. 

“Thanks,” Alex said to Lani, who had cleaned up the water with a dry spell 
she made up on the fly. 

“No problem,” she said. “I tried to go in to see what’s going on but Ms. 
Morning said we should just give them some space right now.” She looked 
disappointed. 

“Did you see the things around their necks?” Alex asked. 

“Yeah, that’s so strange.” 

“T wonder where they’re from.” 

Lani shrugged. “Who knows?” 

They walked out of the mansion and spied Meghan and Samheed at the shore 
by the raft. They headed toward them. Advanced Magical Warrior Training was 


still going on, but none of them felt like doing it right now. There was too much 
to talk about. 

They examined the raft, but found no clues to its origin. “It’s just a bunch of 
big sticks tied together,” Lani said. “Anything on the other side?” 

“No, just some slime,” Samheed said. “I flipped it over already.” 

Alex looked out to sea. It was almost impossible to see the islands during the 
day unless you knew exactly where they were. They were most visible when the 
sun set behind them, highlighting the fact that they were stationary and the sea 
moved in swells all around. “I wonder... ,” he said. 

His friends followed his gaze. “I don’t know where else they could have 
come from,” Meghan said. “It’s the only logical guess.” 

“Are there any other islands on the other side of ours?” Samheed asked. “Has 
anybody been all the way around Quill on the outside of the wall?” 

“No,” said Alex, who’d only been about a quarter of the way around Quill via 
boat when he’d gone to the palace with Mr. Today. “But I bet I know who has.” 
He grinned. “Come on.” 

They walked quickly around the practicing students to the gate where Simber 
stood, stoic. 

“I have a strrrange feeling you fourrr arrre up to no good,” Simber remarked 
when they approached. 

“We’re totally innocent,” Meghan said. “We were just wondering about the 
kids on the raft and where they might have come from.” 

“Harrrd to say,” Simber said, sampling the air as he spoke. 

“Are there islands on the other side of Quill? None of us has been all the way 
around,” Alex said. “But you’ve flown up above the barbed-wire ceiling, haven’t 
you? Have you been to the other side?” 

“T have,” Simber said. He raised an eyebrow, tempted to make them beg for 
his attention as cats are wont to do with humans, but gave in to their eager faces 
and continued. “Therrre arrre thrrree islands to the west’ you can see two of them 
frrrom ourrr shortre.” 

Alex and Samheed exchanged a glance. Three? 

“And thrrree islands to the east.” The giant cheetah brought his left front paw 
to his mouth and gnawed at a toenail for a moment. When he was finished, he 
said, “We’rrre exactly in the middle of a chain.” 

“Wow,” Lani said, awed. When she wasn’t riding on his back, she generally 
stayed several steps away from the statue, as they’d had their altercations in the 
past. One couldn’t be too cautious, and she was never sure of Simber’s mood. 

“Seven islands,” Alex said. “So the strangers could be from any one of them.” 

“But if you factor in the ocean’s current,” Lani said, “which is really strong 


right here, by the way, that would make it more likely for some and less likely 
for others.” She’d just learned about currents from an old book up on the 
archives floor of the library, called Bodies of Water. 

Samheed raised an eyebrow. “Okay, Smart Stuff, so which way does the 
current flow? Wait’don’t answer that. I think I know from swimming out there.” 

Lani grinned at him. “Go for it.” 

“It flows ... west.” He hesitated. “No, I mean east.” 

“Which is it?” Alex said. 

“East,” Samheed said, sure this time. “I’m sure. The current flows east, which 
means it starts in the west and goes east. Because west is the direction the raft 
came from.” 

“That’s the direction of the islands we can see. Right? Because that’s where 
the sun sets.” 

“Right.” 

“So it’s most likely one of those three out that way. Right, Lani?” 

“That’s my guess.” 

Simber coughed lightly and they all turned to look at him. 

“Arrren’t you supposed to be in class?” he said pointedly. 

“We’re skipping,” Alex said proudly, feeling sneaky and brave at the same 
time. 

“I can see that,’ Simber said. “Howeverrr, it doesn’t feel quite rrright to 
congrrratulate you.” The big cat stifled a smile. 

Alex shrugged. “To understand the rules, one must first break the rules,” he 
said wisely. 

Lani gave him a quizzical look. “Who said that?” she asked. 

“Me. Der,” Alex said. “I made it up.” 

Samheed snorted. “Come on, guys. Before Simber decides to mutilate us.” 

Simber growled lightly as if in warning, but the four grinned. 

“See you at the meeting,” Simber said. “Maybe you should prrrepartre.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Oh, crudbucket! I forgot all about it.” 

“Wait. You have another meeting?” Lani said, trying to contain her disgust. 
She’d made amends with Alex, but that still didn’t make her like the fact that 
Mr. Today hadn’t asked her to lead. 

“We all do,” Alex said. “You guys are coming too. I totally forgot to tell 
you’that’s what Florence was talking to me about when the raft showed up.” 

Simber cleared his throat loudly, which startled the four into moving quickly 
away. 

“Florence wants us four to come to the meeting about magical weapons 
today, right after class. I can’t believe I forgot!” Alex began to trot toward the 


mansion. “Come on, we’ve got an hour’we need to bring our best spells and any 
other ideas we have.” 

The other three traded curious looks and pleased smiles as they broke into a 
run after Alex. They entered the mansion, headed straight past the new sick wing 
to the tubes, all shouting, “Library? Yes! Go!” at once. A moment later they 
disappeared. 





Gathering Strength 


As Aaron’s following grew to thirty-five and then approached forty, they began 


meeting as a group in what seemed like it would be a most obvious place, but 
since people rarely traveled to the desolate areas of Quill, they were quite hidden 
in plain sight in a dusty field. 

They met twice per week and they called themselves the Restorers. Aaron 
was the leader, Gondoleery Rattrapp was his rabble-rouser, and Eva Fathom, 
with the promise of her old job back once Aaron took over Quill, was the 
number-one spy. 

“We have two objectives,” Aaron said to the group at their first meeting. “The 
first is to help Wanteds in need of food and turn them on to our ideas of restoring 
Quill to the way it used to be.” Half the group nodded’restoring Quill was their 
job. Aaron had taken them, a few at a time, to the Favored Farm to show them 
where to find food not only for themselves, but also for others. Gondoleery’s 
home became the headquarters for the food items, and Aaron moved some of the 
Halukis’ supplies to her house as a way of showing her he trusted her. He 
desperately wanted to know more about her magical abilities. While she had 
eventually admitted she could do magic, she remained tight-lipped on the extent 
of it. 

“The second objective is to cause chaos and fear in Artimé, which will make 
our Necessaries very interested in coming back home where it’s safe.” This time 
the other half of the group smirked. They loved this plan. Sneak attacks to instill 
fear’that was their idea of a good time. They collected items from their own 
homes and daily raided vacant homes in the Necessary quadrant, stealing 
everything they considered useful. Eva Fathom offered her home in Quill as the 
storing place for these things since she was now living as a secret agent in 
Artimé. 

A few of Aaron’s newest followers were from the Quillitary, dissatisfied over 
how things were being run since General Blair and Major Burkesh had been 


brutally murdered by the Unwanted’the major’s own son’Samheed Burkesh. It 
was their goal to take the young man down at all costs. 

At first these Quillitary members didn’t trust Aaron, what with all the rumors 
going around. But once Aaron approached their broken-down Quillitary vehicle 
and showed them how to fix it, and then gave them some much-needed food, 
they reluctantly listened to what he had to say. And surprisingly, he made sense. 

One Quillitary officer, Liam Healy, had been in on the most recent attack 
along with governors’ teenage sons Dred Crandall and Crawledge Prize, and 
knew they had their work cut out for them. But Liam was willing and eager to 
lead the next charge. 

Unfortunately, the giant stone monster, or whatever it was, was now stationed 
at the gate, and that left the Restorers puzzled about how to attack next. 

Eva Fathom spoke up. “This afternoon around three o’clock, that monster, as 
you call it, will be absent from the gate for at least an hour.” 

Aaron grinned at his former adversary. “Well done, Eva.” No wonder Justine 
had kept Secretary by her side all those years. 

Eva smiled conspiratorially in return. “May Quill prevail with all I have in 
me,” she said. The rest of them echoed the mantra. Hopefully, they would all get 
their lives back one day. 

Liam Healy had been able to confiscate several Quillitary weapons, including 
two pellet guns that still worked, a large sack of gunpowder that no one knew 
what to do with, a long piece of rope, and several rusted metal knives. He 
handed them over to be stored with the rest in Eva’s house, and then Crandall 
and Prize each presented Aaron with the most stunning score of them all’both 
had been able to sneak off with their fathers’ pistols. 

“We should save these for the ultimate battle with Artimé,” Gondoleery said. 
“Not waste them in skirmishes.” 

“T agree,” Aaron said. “But I’m not sure I like them sitting in Eva’s 
unoccupied house with no one there to protect them.” He scratched his head and 
looked around the room. “Who should keep them? My vote is for Gondoleery. 
Anyone second it?” 

“Me?” Gondoleery exclaimed. “Why not you?” 

“They are not safe with me. I fear Mrs. Haluki may return at any time, 
whether to live or to retrieve something on a whim’daily I leave the house 
exactly as I found it because of that fear, except, of course, for the food in the 
pantry. I just hope they don’t remember the exact contents, living large as they 
are in Artimé. So it’s that fear which prevents me from holding the pistols. I 
wouldn’t want them falling into the wrong hands.” He gave the old woman a 
meaningful look, and then said again, “Is there a second?” 


“Second,” said Eva. “They’d be no good with me, either.” 

“All in favor?” 

“Aye!” said the Restorers in unison. 

“Opposed?” 

Silence. 

“Then it is settled. The pistols go home with you, my dear Gondoleery.” 

“All right,” she said, secretly pleased. “Now, what’s our plan for three 
o’clock?” 





Magical Weapons Galore 


Mex and Samheed waited impatiently in Mr. Today’s office for the old mage, 


not because they were so eager to start the meeting, but because they’d realized a 
rather crucial problem’Meghan and Lani still couldn’t see the mostly secret 
hallway, so they couldn’t enter it. While the boys waited, Alex studied some of 
the pictures that hung on the wall. There was a series by one particular artist, it 
seemed, made up of dot designs that didn’t look like much of anything at all, 
which was what made them so curious, not to mention hideous. He moved from 
one to another, but couldn’t really understand why they warranted placement in 
such special locations. 

But art is subjective’ Alex knew that as well as the next Unwanted. Mr. Today 
certainly had strange taste. Then again . . . one look at his robes would tell 
anyone that. 

Finally Mr. Today breezed into the office through the back wall as he’d done 
before. “Greetings! Are the ladies coming as well?” 

“They can’t get in,” both Alex and Samheed said at once. 

“Good heavens, so they can’t,” Mr. Today mused. “Well then. We shall have 
to go elsewhere. Which works quite well, actually. We’ll all meet at the gate. 
The girrinos are back from their mourning period and were going to take over 
for Simber during the meeting, but I’ve become nervous about them being there 
alone.” 

“Great,” Alex said. 

“Sounds good,” Samheed said. 

Mr. Today and the boys strode quickly out of the office and down the 
hallway, bursting through the wall, or so it seemed from the perspective of Lani 
and Meghan. “We’re meeting at the gate,” Alex told them. 


They met Ms. Morning and Ms. Octavia on their way up the stairs, and 
Florence at the entrance. The strange-looking party headed toward the gate just 
as Simber was saying good-bye to the girrinos. 

The leaders decided on a spot a short distance from the gate so that Tina, 
Opal, and Penelope wouldn’t be distracted by their discussion or accidentally hit 
by a wayward spell. 

Mr. Today jumped right into the meeting. “First, a few business items,” he 
said. “Alex, well done with the creation of the sick wing. You are officially one 
of the only students to successfully perform such a difficult spell without the use 
of a component.” 

Alex couldn’t stop a wide grin from spreading across his face. “Thanks. That 
was cool how you sent me the verbal component.” He blushed as his friends 
punched him in the shoulder or patted him on the back, and he bowed his head 
when Ms. Octavia gave him a very pleased nod. 

“Tt was a new idea born from the urgency of the moment,” Mr. Today said. “I 
rather liked it too.” 

He turned to the group. “As for the patients, they are alive and being treated,” 
he went on. “But not responding to anything yet. Our hope is that they regain 
consciousness so that we might at least know from whence they’ve come.” He 
lowered his voice. “The metal thorns around their necks are quite worrisome. 
I’ve seen it once before, when a ship landed on our shore. The dead men inside 
wore something similar around their necks. I admit I don’t know what it means.” 

Alex remembered Mr. Today saying something about that in the Museum of 
Large. 

“Tt sounds like it could be a rite of passage,” Ms. Morning said. “Perhaps a 
sign of achievement.” 

“Pm glad we don’t do that here when we achieve something,” Meghan 
whispered. 

“Me too,” Lani said. 

Alex and Samheed looked at each other and nodded. 

“Whatever the case,” Mr. Today went on, “we want to help these castaways 
find their way back home once they’re quite well enough.” 

“What island do you think they’re from?” Samheed asked. 

“T can’t begin to imagine. Warbler, the nearest one, was quite a paradise when 
we left it, and they did nothing of the sort back when I knew it. I can’t fathom 
they’d have come from there.” Mr. Today turned to Florence. “How goes the 
training?” 

Florence smiled a rare smile. “My advanced students are excelling, but the 
beginners . . . well, the young ones are doing well, but the older folks just aren’t 


making the connection between mind and magic. We’ll keep trying.” 

“What about my old friend Eva?” 

“She’s the exception. She’s doing very well. Her childhood magical abilities 
have come back quite naturally in our environment and she’s very interested in 
learning. She’s quite a delight. I?ll probably move her up soon to work with her 
daughter Carina, who, by the way, would make an excellent group leader. She’s 
quite skilled.” 

“Wonderful,” Mr. Today said. He conjured up a pad and scribbled a few 
notes to himself. “And what do you and our resident experts have to show us 
today?” 

“Well, Marcus, I invited these four because they have really taken spells to a 
new level. Their combined abilities are quite beyond anything I’ve seen 
before’though of course we’ve never had a focus as big as this on creating new 
spells, since we’ve obviously never needed to. Still, alone they are each 
excellent fighters, but together they are a team of innovators.” As she was 
speaking, Florence waved the four to their feet. “Why don’t you show us what 
you’ve got? Explain first, then demonstrate.” 

Alex, who had been to many meetings with leaders, went first at the others’ 
urging, as they were understandably nervous. Alex pulled a heart-shaped piece 
of clay from his vest and held it up. 

“This is something I call ‘heart attack.’ With those words as the verbal 
component, the clay heart immediately grows wings and sails to your intended 
opponent’s chest. Upon impact, it causes the enemy to collapse. Because of the 
wings, the spell has great distance and accuracy, and it’s quite potent, rendering 
the attackee useless in less than half a minute, and quite dead-looking until the 
spell is released.” Alex smiled and stepped back into the line. He looked at 
Samheed. 

Samheed focused on Florence, which was easier than facing Mr. Today, since 
Florence was the instructor he was most used to talking to. He fished around in 
his vest and pulled out a small ball of rubber that looked like a tiny brain. “I just 
created this the other day,” he said. “This is called ‘dementia.’ It renders the 
target completely confused and unable to cope with what’s happening around 
him.” He stepped back in line rather stiffly and turned to Meghan. 

Meghan stepped forward with her component, a tiny aluminum spring. “This 
is what I call ‘backward bobbly head.’ It causes your opponent’s head to turn a 
hundred and eighty degrees and bounce around, leaving him unable to command 
his body properly and unable to focus his eyes on anything.” She moved back in 
line and grinned shakily. 

Lani looked up, smooth and confident. “Hello,” she said. “This is called ‘pin 


cushion.’ ” She held up a ladybug-size piece of stuffed fabric with a tiny pin 
sticking from it. “The opponent will feel as though a thousand needles are 
sinking into his skin, and any movement he makes from that point on will only 
worsen the effects, until the spell is released.” She smiled pleasantly. 

The instructors were very impressed and applauded for the students. 

When they grew quiet again, Florence invited Ms. Morning, Ms. Octavia, and 
Mr. Today to volunteer as targets. They all agreed as if it were a wondrous 
adventure, for they rarely got the chance to attend Magical Warrior Training. 
Mr. Today stood opposite Alex, Florence took on Samheed, Ms. Octavia faced 
Meghan, and Ms. Morning stood across from Lani. 

Florence confirmed all were ready to begin, and then she counted down. 
“Fire!” she cried. 

The four attacked, and almost instantly Mr. Today collapsed to the ground, 
Florence started groaning and acting completely confused, wandering around. 
Ms. Octavia’s head spun around and her great alligator snout bobbled about 
uselessly. Ms. Morning let out a bloodcurdling scream as magical pins pierced 
into her. 

Just then, a shout from the girrinos rang out. Simber turned sharply and rose 
to his feet. He bounded toward the gate. “Attackerrrs at the gate! Hurrry!” 

The four friends, staring at their now-helpless instructors, hesitated and then 
ran after Simber, realizing there was no time to release the spells if they were to 
defeat the attack from Quill. 

The four students drew components from their vests as they ran to the 
entrance where the girrinos were already fighting mightily. Simber charged after 
several Quillans who tried to sneak past the gatekeepers. Alex, Samheed, Lani, 
and Meghan all fired and hit their targets, then pulled out another round and 
fired, knocking flat four more attackers, all the while hearing Ms. Morning 
screaming in the background, Florence stomping around like a giant robot, and a 
loud sproing, sproing coming from Ms. Octavia’s bobbly head. 

Others came running just as Simber chased the remaining attackers into Quill. 
When Alex saw that everyone had been contained, he hurried back to the 
instructors, releasing Ms. Morning first to stop the screaming, then the other 
ladies, and then finally he knelt down next to Mr. Today and released the heart 
attack spell. The old mage’s face had gone gray. After several long, stressful 
moments of waiting finally the man gulped in a breath and coughed quite 
savagely. He lay still for a moment, his eyes confused, and then slowly a wide 
grin crossed his face. He struggled to sit up, and then weakly he clapped Alex on 
the back. 

“That’s a keeper,” he said, eyes wide. “Stunning.” He shook his head as 


everyone else ran off to get a look at the enchanted attackers, two of whom were 
still screaming. “I really thought I was gone there for a moment, Alex. Make a 
note not to wait too long to release the spell on that one.” He chuckled good- 
naturedly and held out a hand. Alex helped him to his feet. “Did anything 
exciting happen while I was out?” 





Ms. Morning's Secret 


Once the eight remaining Quill opponents were disarmed, Alex put their arms 
into connecting clay shackles, and then the original spells were released. 

Ms. Morning, back to her usual self, stood tapping one foot impatiently next 
to the heart attack victim, waiting for him to regain consciousness. A variety of 
Unwanteds took care of the other seven, prodding them toward the gate and 
sending them on their way, still connected. Mr. Today called on Charlie the 
gargoyle to communicate with Matilda at the palace, informing them that the 
high priest might find the prisoners along the road if he should choose to 
incarcerate them. 

The instructors and the students, except for Ms. Morning, stood around in a 
circle discussing excitedly what had happened, when heart attack victim number 
one came to. He opened his eyes, sucked in a breath and coughed, and then 
looked up at his captor. 

The two had exchanged glances once before, at the last attack, but he’d gotten 
away. Now, shackled and weak, he was trapped. 

“Hello, Claire,” he said, defeated. He coughed again. 

“Liam,” she said evenly. 

He struggled to get up, and she did not help him. It took him several moments 
to finagle his way to his feet, his arms shackled as they were behind his back, 
and he toppled onto his face twice before he succeeded. Finally he stood up, 
wiping the gravel from his cheek with a shrug of his shoulder. 

Ms. Morning stood with one hand on her hip, her eyes searching his face, 
betraying nothing. “Your family?” she asked. 

“Both parents in the Ancients Sector,” he said. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

He appeared puzzled by the sentiment. “Why?” 

“Because it’s hard to watch your parents die.” 

“Tt’s the way things are. Soon enough forgotten,” he said. 


“Maybe for you. For people like you.” 

“You say that with contempt.” 

“That surprises you? Look what you’re doing to Artimé! It wasn’t enough to 
kill us once?” 

Liam stepped back, alarmed, but spoke in the calm, brainwashed voice of 
Quill, “I didn’t kill you. I didn’t kill anyone.” 

“No, of course not. No one is responsible,” Ms. Morning said, her voice 
dripping with sarcasm and bitterness. “No one in Quill is responsible for any of 
your sickening ways. No one questions anything. No one has a conscience. I’m 
surprised you even remember me’aren’t you programmed to forget?” 

Liam stared at her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, but 
he didn’t sound convinced. “Quill was a perfect land before Artimé was 
exposed. We just want our country back.” 

Claire’s eyes blazed. “Everyone in here is your countryman. Did you ever 
think about it, Liam? Did you? After they took me away in chains, and we 
exchanged one last look’did you think I deserved that? Did you ever try to stop 
it? Or did you just accept that others knew better than you?” 

Liam’s lips parted, but he didn’t speak. 

Claire wasn’t finished. “Did you even think about me afterward or did you 
just do as they told you to do? How is that human? Can you tell me how being 
forced to forget the ones you love is natural and good and right? Because I don’t 
understand.” 

The small group of instructors and students had turned their attention to Ms. 
Morning and all now watched in silence. 

Liam grew pale. “I’” 

Ms. Morning lowered her voice. “Do you have a heart in there somewhere, 
Liam? You must, or the spell wouldn’t have worked.” She laughed bitterly. “I 
always held out hope for you. For twenty-five years I’ve thought, ‘He’s not like 
the others.’ Yet here you are.” She shook her head, caught between anger and 
tears. “You are disgusting.” 

With that, she turned abruptly and ran, nearly colliding with her somber 
students, to the nearest mansion door and disappeared inside it. 

Samheed looked at Liam. “You really messed that up, didn’t you.” He 
grabbed Liam by the arm and pulled him toward the road to Quill, then shoved 
him in the direction of the palace. “You just put a big target on your back, 
buddy,” Samheed called out. “Next time I see you. . .” He didn’t finish the 
threat, making it even more ominous. 

Liam didn’t respond. He shuffled toward the palace, head down. 

Along the way Liam passed Sean Ranger heading toward Artimé. Sean 


narrowed his eyes, but kept walking. Finally Liam caught up with the others. 
They took a side path to the housing quadrants and snuck to Gondoleery’s house 
so she could release the spell on their shackles before Haluki or anyone else 
could track them down. And then they got back to work, harder than ever before. 





The Mysterious Guests 


[ay day after Advanced Magical Warrior Training, Alex and Lani slipped into 


the hospital wing of the mansion to visit the strange collared guests, who 
remained unresponsive. Often Alex and Lani sat in chairs between their beds, 
wondering aloud what their story might be, while working feverishly to make 
new spell components. Mr. Today had put in a request for a thousand each of 
heart attack spells, backward bobbly heads, pin cushions, dementia, and bee 
swarms, which was a Cole Wickett design that Alex had taken a strong liking to. 

Alex and his cohorts now carried supplies with them wherever they went so 
they could create components whenever they had a few extra moments, quite 
like someone might carry around a book, or a satchel full of knitting, to fill in the 
unexpected lulls of life. 

On one such occasion Mr. Today came in and pulled up a chair next to Alex. 
They sat in silence for a while, Alex and Lani working, Mr. Today examining 
and admiring their products, and then Alex said out of the blue, “I think they 
were trying to escape.” 

Lani nodded as if she’d been thinking the same thing at that very moment. 
“Me too.” 

Mr. Today rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his fingers making a light scratching 
sound against the stubble. “What makes you say that?” 

“Tt’s the raft, I think,” said Lani. “And they had nothing with them’no fishing 
supplies, no extra clothes. Who goes anywhere like that unless they’re in a 
massive hurry? And who would attempt anything at all on a junky raft like 
theirs?” 

“Good questions, all,” mused the old mage. “Perhaps all their equipment was 
washed away in an unexpected storm.” 

Lani considered it. “Maybe.” 

“I wonder where they’re from,” Alex said for at least the tenth time since 
they’d drifted ashore. He stared at the girl. 

“As do I,” Mr. Today said. “I can only guess they’re from one of the farther 


islands to the west, beyond Warbler.” 

Lani raised an eyebrow, and Alex leaned forward. “Have you ever been to 
those other islands?” he asked. 

“Yes. The two distant ones were inhabited by somewhat primitive people, as I 
recall, thus perhaps more capable of doing something like this. . . .” He swept his 
hand toward the unconscious ones, indicating their thorny collars. “I came from 
the nearest, Warbler, a beautiful place. Tropical and sunny, but with more rain 
than Quill has gotten these past years. It has majestic rocks jutting up near the 
center of it, like someone’s giant fist pushed a mountain through from the sea 
underneath. There’s a freshwater stream running through Warbler, too, and 
beaches all around. The people were friendly and welcoming.” 

“Tt sounds dreamy,” Lani said wistfully. 

“Tt was. Perhaps we were foolish to leave, but we had our plans and ideas, 
you know. We couldn’t have been convinced otherwise, even though we left 
some dear friends and family behind.” He paused. “Eva Fathom grew up there as 
well. It was one of the places we were hoping to visit, but now . . .” He trailed 
off. 

Alex frowned. “But now what?” 

“T’m not sure this is a good time for me to leave after all.” 

The words hung in the air as if they wanted to be proven wrong, but Alex and 
Lani thought about everything’from the unconscious guests in the beds to the 
recent escalating attacks from Quill’and they couldn’t come up with a way to do 
it. 

“T haven’t decided yet,” Mr. Today went on, “but I can hardly forgive myself 
for the loss of Arija. What if someone were to be killed while I was off having a 
holiday? There’s no room for forgiveness there.” 

“But Arija died doing the job she loved, the job she was created for,” Lani 
said passionately. “If we all died doing the things we most believe in, we should 
die satisfied.” 

“All the more reason for me to stay, don’t you think?” Mr. Today asked. 

Alex was surprised to feel a little bit disappointed by Mr. Today’s news. “I 
don’t know about that,” he said. “I bet these visitors will want to leave 
eventually, once they’re well. Maybe while you’re gone you can figure out what 
island they came from, so that we know how to get them home. I mean, if that’s 
what they want.” Alex thought some more. “And maybe . . . well, I don’t know 
about this for sure, but maybe you could put the gate back up. For a short time, 
anyway. Just while you’re gone.” He hurried to add, “Not that Sean was right, or 
anything.” 

Mr. Today tilted his head curiously at Alex, and he hid a smile with his 


fingers. “Interesting way to look at it, Alex. Pll consider it.” 

“I mean,” Alex continued, emphasizing various words as if he were just 
realizing his passion for the thought, “after all, I said I would help you and Ms. 
Morning. I think it’ll be fine if you go.” 

Mr. Today scratched his chin again and then sighed. “We’ll see. But there’s 
no great urgency. Is there?” 


ty a 
Lani’s Plan 


ie was something about the strange visitors that made Lani uneasy. And after 


the talk with Mr. Today and Alex, something about “no great urgency” just 
didn’t sit right with her. She couldn’t stop thinking about them. And she was 
quite certain that those two had been trying to escape. 

That would virtually rule out the nearest island to the west, where Mr. Today 
had come from. Mr. Today had said that island was like paradise. Who would 
want to escape from a place like that? It only made Lani more and more curious 
to see it for herself. 

The thought simmered inside of her for days, and at one point she even found 
herself back in the lagoon, staring at the gleaming white boat again, with dreams 
of an adventure dancing in her head. But she was smart enough to never do 
anything so adventurous alone. 

Finally, one day at lunch, she brought it up. “Wouldn’t it be fun to go on 
holiday like Mr. Today is going to do?” 

Samheed raised an eyebrow. “I fink it could,” he said, mouth full. 

Meghan, who had been practically listless for days, said, “I guess I never 
thought about it.” 

“Oh, come on you guys! What about you, Alex?” 

Alex shook his head. “I have enough to worry about just preparing for Mr. 
Today to leave. I think he’s getting more eager to do it. Could be any day now.” 
He shoved a forkful of sweet rice into his mouth and chewed, wiped his lips, 
then pushed his chair back and stood. After he had swallowed, he checked his 
pockets to see if Mr. Today had given him any new spells to try, and then he 
shrugged apologetically. “And now I’ve got to go,” he said. 

“Boo,” Lani said, slumping in her chair. “You’re always running off these 
days. We hardly ever see you.” 

“Yeah,” Samheed said. “We haven’t had a good adventure in months.” 

Meghan was silent, staring at her hands as if she hadn’t even heard the 


conversation. 

Alex blew out a disappointed breath. “I know,” he said. “I’m sorry. It’s 
just . . . there’s really a ton of stuff to learn. It took Mr. Today years to do all 
this’there are some spells he’s totally forgotten, so sometimes I spend hours 
looking through his journals. . . .” He trailed off, realizing he was telling secrets. 

He scrambled to change the subject. “Meg, what’s going on with you? You 
don’t look so great. Are you all right? Did Cole Wickett and the Necessaries 
finally wear you out?” He laughed. “Cole Wickett and the Necessaries’hey, that 
would be a good name for one of Ms. Morning’s student bands.” He made a note 
to mention that to her the next time he saw her. 

Meghan looked up at Alex and gave him a wan smile. “Sorry’I’m just 
distracted. Sean is acting really weird and I don’t know what to do.” 

Alex hesitated. He knew he had to go, but decided Mr. Today would certainly 
excuse his lateness for the sake of a friend. He sat back down. Lani and Samheed 
turned their attention to Meghan too. 

“What’s going on?” Lani asked her. 

Meghan’s face was pale; she had dark circles under her eyes. Alex realized he 
hadn’t really looked his friend in the eye in weeks. “What is it?” 

Samheed just watched her and waited. 

“It’s Sean. .. . He’s been going into Quill now and then. I think he’s going 
back to see our parents.” 

Alex thought about it for a moment, and then shrugged. “Okay,” he said. 
“Lots of others are doing that too. Why does it seem weird to you?” 

Meghan shoved her plate aside, brought both elbows to the table, and propped 
her chin in her hands. “I guess what’s wrong is that he hasn’t actually told me 
he’s doing it. When I asked him the other day where he’d been . . . he lied and 
said the jungle. But I know he was in Quill, and I watched him head toward our 
family’s sector.” 

“So you think he’s been visiting your parents without you? Why wouldn’t he 
want you to know that?” Lani shook her head lightly, puzzled. 

“That’s what I’d like to know,” said Meghan miserably. “I think maybe they 
really like him now.” Her bottom lip quivered and she looked like she was about 
to cry. She slumped forward on the table and hid her face in her arms. 

“Oh, Meg,” Lani said. She got up and went over to Meghan, giving her 
shoulders a hug. “I’m sorry you’re feeling bad. Maybe he’s trying to patch 
things up for the both of you, and he’s protecting you from their stupid way of 
thinking.” 

“Yeah,” Samheed said. “I can see him doing that.” 

Alex frowned. He wasn’t so sure. Not after the disagreement they’d had at the 


assembly. In fact, he hadn’t seen Sean much at all since then, except sneaking 
around on the blackboards. “Are you sure he’s visiting your parents and not 
doing something . . . else?” he asked, and then immediately regretted it when 
Samheed glared at him. Lani kicked him in the shin under the table. He struggled 
not to say, “Ow!” 

Meghan shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. All I know is that my parents 
will never forgive me for ruining their lives. ‘Why didn’t you try harder to be 
Wanted?’ my mother kept asking me. She didn’t see anything my way. It’s like 
she gave Sean a free pass for his Purge, but blames me for being the second 
mark against them. Quill logic is so stupid!” She sucked in a shuddering sigh 
and let it out, laughing a little. “Good grief,” she said, wiping a tear. “I’m fine, 
really. I’m just tired.” 

“You need a distraction,” Lani said. “An adventure. A little holiday, maybe.” 
Her eyes danced. 

Samheed gave Lani a curious look. 

Alex bit his lip and checked the clock. “So you’re okay?” he asked, feeling 
like a jerk, but he was getting anxious about his meeting. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Meghan said. “Go on. Learn something amazing.” She 
smiled. 

“We’ll take good care of her, don’t worry,” Lani said, grinning wider than she 
had in a while. “Have fun, Alex! We’re going to go on an amazing adventure to 
cheer Meghan up.” 

Alex, who had already turned and started walking, looked over his shoulder, a 
pang of jealousy slicing through him. “I wish I could go,” he said softly. “I really 
kind of miss you guys.” 

But Lani was already chattering excitedly and pulling Meghan and Samheed 
in the other direction, so they didn’t hear him. 


DYKK 


While Alex hurried to Mr. Today’s office, Lani spilled her plan to Meghan and 
Samheed as she guided them across the lawn. 

“So, what do you think?” she asked as they half ran down to the shore toward 
the jungle. “Are you guys in?” 

Meghan chuckled and let Lani pull her along. “I’ll probably regret this, but 
okay. I’m so frazzled I don’t really care what we do at this point. Sam?” 

“Duh. I’m totally in. Why didn’t we do this, like, a hundred years ago?” He 
grinned. “You’re so conniving, Lani. I can’t believe I didn’t know this about 
you.” 

“It’s because you were too busy thinking I was annoying, just like Alex 


thought.” 

“But how are we going to start it?” Meghan asked. 

“Alex said it was magical. It shouldn’t be too hard to figure out. He said that 
once Mr. Today said the spell, he just pointed the boat in the direction he wanted 
it to go and it went. No components or anything needed.” 

“Sounds easy enough,” Samheed said. “If anybody can figure it out, it’s us.” 

When they finally reached the lagoon, the three hesitated, looking at one 
another for a moment. 

“Are you sure Mr. Today and Ms. Morning won’t be mad?” Meghan asked. 

“They never said we couldn’t use the boat,” Samheed said. “Mr. Today has 
only ever given us two rules. Besides, we’re just going for a little ride. It’s 
practically begging to be used.” 

Lani grinned. “If he doesn’t want us to use it, I’m sure he has some sort of 
lock on it.” 

With an air of mischief, the three friends stripped off their shoes, rolled up 
their pants, and then waded out through the warm, shallow water to the gleaming 
boat. 





Awake 


[side the mansion Alex started up the stairs to Mr. Today’s office, but stopped 


short when he heard a buzz of voices in the hospital wing. There stood the mage 
along with a small throng of others, including the nurses, a few residents, Ms. 
Morning, and Eva Fathom, with whom Mr. Today was talking earnestly. 

Alex turned around and headed toward them. “What’s going on? Did 
something happen?” His chest tightened as he thought of the silent visitors. He 
hoped it wasn’t bad news. 

“The girl is awake,” Ms. Morning said. She motioned for Alex to come in, 
and made a spot for him to stand near the bed. Alex approached, his stomach 
flipping with excitement, and wondered if all their questions would soon be 
answered. 

He gazed down at the girl, who was now propped up on three fluffy pillows. 
But there was no way she could look comfortable with that necklace of metal 
thorns. Her face was turned away from Alex, toward the boy’s bed, as if she 
were waiting, pleading for him to wake up too. 

“She’s scared,” Ms. Morning said. “Too many adults swarming around. 
Maybe you can talk to her.” 

Alex nodded. “Hello there,” he said softly. He reached out and touched the 
girl’s arm to get her attention. 

The girl turned her head sharply and reared up in the bed, staring at Alex, her 
face filled with fear. 

Alex pulled his hand away and took a step back. When he saw her eyes, he 
sucked in a breath. The girl’s irises were a deep golden orange, like a marigold 
thrust into the sunset’a color Alex had tried dozens of times to perfect. He heard 
a reaction behind him, but it seemed very far away as he focused on the visitor, 


mesmerized by her odd appearance, her glittering eyes piercing into his, the 
necklace of thorns moving almost fluidly with the turn of her head. 

They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, and the room fell silent. 
Alex’s heart raced. He held his hands up to show her he wouldn’t hurt her, and 
he smiled, hoping to appear friendly and not at all scary. “Hello,” he said again. 

She didn’t move. 

Alex’s eyes flitted to the bedside table. “Would you like something to drink?” 
he asked. He moved slowly so he wouldn’t startle her as he poured some water 
from a pitcher into a glass, and then offered it to her. 

Her body tensed, and then she reached for it. She brought it to her nose with a 
shaky hand and sniffed at it carefully, her eyes never leaving Alex’s. She opened 
her parched lips and sipped from it. And then she leaned forward, eyes 
narrowed, and spat the water into Alex’s face. 

“Whoa!” he cried, taking a step back. “What . . . the world!” He put his arm 
up to protect himself from further spewing. Then the girl opened her mouth as if 
to scream at him, but no sound came out. She struggled to get off the bed, her 
body tangled in the sheets and her neck band caught on a pillowcase. After a 
moment of shock the nurses reacted, coming to her side and soothing her. The 
girl gave another halfhearted attempt at escape, but then she sank back down, 
unable to do anything with so many people around. She turned away from Alex, 
closed her eyes, and pulled the blankets over her head. 

Alex wiped his face with his sleeve and felt a strange urge to laugh now that 
the girl had settled down, but didn’t think that would win him any points with 
anyone. So he held it in and looked to Ms. Morning for answers on what to do 
now. She beckoned to him to follow her out of the room. Mr. Today joined them 
and they climbed the stairs. 

“Well, that was interesting,” Mr. Today said, pulling a hankie from his robe 
pocket and handing it to Alex. “TIl bet you weren’t expecting that.” 

Alex laughed and wiped his face. “No. But I’m glad she’s awake, you know? 
I hope she doesn’t give anyone any trouble.” They turned down the mostly secret 
hallway. 

“T imagine she was frightened to open her eyes in such a strange and different 
setting,” Ms. Morning said. “She was so upset at first until she saw the boy. I’m 
guessing he’s her little brother.” 

“Speaking of eyes, did you see hers?” Alex asked. They turned in to Mr. 
Today’s office and sat down. 

“Lovely, aren’t they?” Mr. Today said. “They’d match well with my robe.” 

“Strikingly beautiful,” Ms. Morning said, looking at Alex. “I’ve never seen 
eyes that color before.” 


“Me neither,” Alex said, and he was surprised to feel his face grow warm 
while he thought about her. He hurried to think of something else to say. “Are 
the boy’s eyes that orangey-gold color too? I mean, has anybody checked?” 

“Yes, I believe once the nurses saw hers, they checked the boy, and his are 
the same,” Mr. Today said. “It’s very curious. I spoke with Eva Fathom and she 
said it wasn’t a trait common to our home island, as far as she knew.” 

Alex wondered for the millionth time what kind of place the two visitors 
could be from. It sounded like it must have been one of the more distant islands, 
based on what Mr. Today and Eva Fathom remembered. 

Mr. Today continued, breaking into Alex’s thoughts. “I’m more than troubled 
by the metal neck bands, and now by the fact that the girl was unable to make a 
sound with her voice. I’m feeling a nagging sense that all is not right outside our 
little world.” 

He took a deep breath. “And because of that consternation, I’ve decided to 
take a short trip after all. At the suggestion of trusted individuals, including you, 
Alex, as well as Sean Ranger and Eva Fathom, I’m going to replace the gate to 
Artimé temporarily to protect everyone while I’m gone. I’ve got my weekly 
peace meeting tonight with Gunnar, so I’ll let him know then what my plan is. 
After that I’ll return to the mansion to take care of a few things and pack, and 
leave in the morning with Eva. Just for a couple of days, perhaps three, while we 
investigate.” He paused and looked at Ms. Morning and Alex. “What do you 
think? Are you ready to hold down the fort for me?” 





Allies or Enemies? 


like sprightly Eva Fathom, former secretary to the High Priest Justine, smiled 


warmly at the girrinos at the gate as she strolled past them on her way into Quill. 
She walked alone for a short time until she was out of sight of Artimé, and then 
she was joined by a young, reddish-haired man who appeared to have been 
waiting for her. 

“What’s going on?” he asked. 

“T’ve convinced him to put the gate back up. He and I are leaving first thing 
tomorrow for a few days.” 

The young man was silent for a long moment. “I’m worried.” 

“Don’t be. All is well. The plan is solid.” 

“And Aaron?” 

“This is sooner than he’s expecting, but he’s as prepared as he can be.” 

“Will you tell him about the gate?” 

Eva Fathom looked at the young man warily, as if the question were some 
sort of test. She responded in turn, “Would you?” 

The young man scowled. 

They walked a few minutes in silence. The wavering heat hung low on the 
road in front of them, forming a mirage, from which a figure emerged. 

“T should go,” the young man said. 

Eva nodded. “Good luck,” she said. 

“You too. I hope you know what you are doing.” 

Annoyed, Eva responded, “I should say the same to you, Mr. Ranger.” 

He turned off at a footpath, a shortcut to the housing quadrants. Eva kept 
walking toward Quill and the approaching figure. 


DYKK 


“Hello, Aaron,” Eva said brightly when the two met up. “What news?” 


“Our army is growing, and we are all working feverishly to create adequate 
weapons.” 

“Will you be ready for an attack tomorrow?” 

Aaron hesitated. “So soon?” 

“Tt was a split-second decision. I think we should take it. I’ll be leaving with 
Marcus in the morning.” 

Aaron hid his alarm. He thought for a moment, and murmured, “Of course. 
Well done. We’re always ready.” 

“Excellent.” The old woman pulled a handful of small clay hearts from her 
pocket and held them out to Aaron. 

Aaron narrowed his eyes. “What about the thin metal clips’scatterclips, they 
call them? That’s what I wanted. What are these?” He picked one up and 
examined it. “They don’t look very fierce.” 

“Tt’s the component for a spell called heart attack,” Eva said. “Your brother 
made them for my daughter at her request. She claims it’s the best spell Artimé 
has ever had. So I stole some.” 

“Have you tried it?” 

“No. I didn’t want to waste any.” 

“Ts it lethal?” 

Eva Fathom hesitated. “Of course it is. It must be, if it’s the most powerful 
spell ever created.” 

“Well, what’s their . . . what’s the little saying that goes with it?” Aaron’s 
annoyance grew. He had plainly instructed Eva to bring him scatterclips since he 
knew their power and how to use them. And he hated that he couldn’t think of 
the word the Artiméans used. It made him feel uncomfortable and ill-prepared. 
With this sudden opportunity, he wasn’t sure if he could pull everything together 
by tomorrow. But he’d have to. 

“Heart attack,” she said. “Throw it at the person, it grows wings or some such 
thing and strikes your opponent in the chest. He then collapses. And . . . is dead.” 
She glanced over her shoulder and pressed her lips together. 

“You kept one for yourself, I hope. The only way we’ll gain the power we 
need is by getting rid of all the key players, especially Mr. Today. He’ll never 
expect it from you.” Aaron smiled. “He’ll never know what hit him if you do it 
right.” 

“That’s the plan,” Eva said. “I’ll take care of him, don’t worry. I’m more 
worried about you mucking things up.” 

Aaron narrowed his eyes but said nothing. It was just the challenge he 
needed. He might be up working all night, but tomorrow . . . tomorrow he’d be 
turning Artimé into a disaster zone, causing Necessaries to flock back to Quill, 


and once again he’d climb his way up the ruling ranks when the Quillens saw 
how he saved them. 

And, if all went well, he’d also rid the world of Alex, Mr. Today, and all of 
their stupid Unwanted friends, once and for all. 





Meanwhile 


The white boat flew over the waves, almost as if it were skimming the surface, 


giving Samheed, Meghan, and Lani a smooth and most enjoyable ride. It had 
been a cinch to start it’the instructions and spells were posted right next to the 
compass, practically begging them to take it for a ride. 

“This is more fun than flying on Simber’s back,” Lani shouted from the helm. 
She turned the wheel slowly from one side to the other, leaving a lazy S wake 
behind them. 

Meghan agreed. Her face, now rosy from the wind and sun, looked decidedly 
healthier than just hours before. She stood on the seat next to Lani, gripping the 
top edge of the windshield and letting the wind rush past her, trying not to smile 
too much in case there were bugs. 

“It’s not bad,” Samheed said. He sat in a seat near the back of the boat, 
leaning forward and gripping his stomach. His face looked anything but healthy. 
“Can you stop going back and forth like that, though?” 

Lani glanced over her shoulder and straightened out the wheel immediately. 
“Sorry’hey, you’re not about to glug up your lunch, are you?” She slowed the 
speed a hair as well. “Because if you do, try going for anywhere except inside 
the boat, right?” 

Samheed scowled. “I’m fine. Just stop the spinning already.” 

The girls exchanged smirks but kindly left poor Samheed to suffer the 
queasies in private. 

After a quarter of an hour or so, Meghan scanned the horizon and turned to 
Lani in surprise. “Are you aiming for the island?” 

Lani shrugged. “I thought we could get near it. See what’s there.” 

Meghan squinted. “What if people are there? That would be so weird.” 
They’d never seen people from other lands before the two visitors landed on the 
shores of Artimé. They’d never even known there were other lands, or other 
people, until recently. 

“Yeah,” Lani said. “This is where Mr. Today came from. He said it was 


beautiful and the people were nice.” She stared ahead at the looming island, 
every now and then looking back over her shoulder so she would know how to 
get back to Artimé. She watched the compass too, having learned a little bit 
about sailing in her vast amounts of reading. 

After a while, Samheed got up and walked to where the girls were. He stood 
behind Lani, taking mental notes on how she was driving. 

“Feeling better?” Lani asked kindly. 

“Yes, now that we’ve stopped rocking side to side,” he said. “Thanks.” He 
looked around at the vast ocean, then ahead at the island. “It’s so strange to see it 
getting bigger,” he said. 

Lani nodded. She didn’t quite understand the feelings that were swirling 
around inside her stomach. She was nervous and excited. And scared, too. But 
most of all she was intrigued to learn more, as was often the case with her. She 
couldn’t get enough stories of other worlds, like the ones they’d read in her 
literature class and Actors’ Studio, and the ones that she’d made up and told to 
friends and neighbors back in Quill, which got her sent away. Now she was 
determined to see another new world for herself, rather than just read about it, or 
make it up in her head. It was a lofty goal, and it was happening right now. 

By midafternoon they drew close enough to see that there were few visible 
rocks along the shore and lots of sand. There was no lawn, no mansion, no 
people or creatures walking about as far as they could tell. Just a length of beach 
and a grove of palm trees behind, and then the land built up toward the middle of 
the island, where enormous rocks rose grandly into the air. Water tumbled from 
the rocks and rich green vegetation grew thick and tall all around. 

Lani slowed the boat and they drifted toward the island. It was so quiet that 
they couldn’t even hear the calm lap of the waves on the beach. The three began 
to whisper without realizing it as they grew near, perhaps feeling the sacredness 
of their discovery, realizing this truly was the same paradise that Mr. Today had 
talked about. It was pure beauty to look at. 

There was no thought now of Mr. Today or Claire Morning perhaps being 
upset that they’d borrowed the boat without asking. No imagination of what 
might be happening back in Artimé at this very moment. And only a little 
trepidation from these adventurers regarding the unknown. There was just this 
one beautiful cove they were in, blissful and quiet, warm sun and light breeze, 
rocking gently on waves. 

It was exactly what Meghan needed. She closed her eyes and breathed in the 
tropical scent. It was almost like Artimé, but after a few hours at sea it felt fresh 
and new. And splendidly free of Sean and her mean, stupid parents, and all the 
stresses that hung on her back in Artimé. She felt like a new, energized Meghan. 


A bold, invigorated Meghan without a care here in this new place. 

“Let’s go ashore,” she whispered. 

Lani and Samheed stared at her. 

“What?” Lani asked, incredulous. 

“T mean it,” Meghan said. “Let’s go. Let’s do it.” 

Lani and Samheed caught glances and stared for a moment, trying to get a 
sense of how the other was feeling. Was it a reckless move? Samheed worked 
his jaw, his eyes intense, reading hers. Lani couldn’t look away. She knew there 
were risks. What if it wasn’t as nice as Mr. Today remembered it? 

“Well?” Meghan said, breaking the stare-off. 

Lani and Samheed looked at Meghan, then back at each other. Lani started 
laughing lightly, trying to get Samheed to soften the intensity around his eyes 
that they all knew so well. “I’m game,” she said. She reached out her hand and 
brushed his elbow, trying to communicate without saying blatantly, I think this 
would be good for Meghan. “Sam? Are you in?” 

“Guys, I don’t know. We don’t know anything about this place. What if the 
strangers came from here?” 

“Mr. Today said this was a good place. It’s exactly as he described it to me 
and Alex’the rock formation in the middle, the waterfall, the beauty of it all...” 
Lani bit her lip. 

Samheed closed his eyes and sighed, shaking his head the smallest bit. 
“Okay,” he said finally. 

Meghan’s grin was payment enough to make everyone feel like they’d just 
made the best decision of their lives. 


Ny aS 
Speeding Up 


ies were a baker’s dozen thoughts whipping through Alex’s head when Mr. 


Today asked him and Ms. Morning if they were ready to take over Artimé. His 
first thought: NO! His second: Well, it’s only for a short time. His third: NO, NO, 
NO! His fourth: At least he’s putting the gate up. His fifth: Absolutely NO WAY! 
And so on and so forth, all the way to thirteen. 

The good news was that Alex was obviously maturing to the point where he 
didn’t have to say all of these things out loud in order to process them. That was 
a relief for all involved, and, in a strange little way, it gave him some confidence 
in himself. 

The bad news was that Alex’s stomach churned, and he very nearly felt light- 
headed at the thought of something going horribly wrong, so much that he had to 
resist the urge to stand and leave the room. 

“We’re in good shape, Father. Aren’t we, Alex?” Ms. Morning gave Alex a 
look that told him exactly what to say. 

“Fine shape,” Alex said, his voice cracking under the pressure of her stare. 

“Good!” said Mr. Today, practically giddy. “Simber, Florence, Octavia, and 
all of your friends will of course be on hand for whatever you may need. I expect 
things will go on quite as they do when I am present. You truly won’t even 
notice I’m gone. Artimé is a well-oiled machine. And if anything should happen, 
you know how to fight . . . and how to read. I’ve given you every command I can 
think of, and both the library and Museum of Large hold additional clues that 
I’m sure will help you, should you be attacked while I’m away. But,” he said 
triumphantly, “that won’t happen, because of the gate.” He very nearly hummed 
with excitement. 

“That sounds lovely, Father.” 

Alex gulped and nodded. 

“Pll gather up some students and we’ll make you a takeaway lunch for 
tomorrow’ how exotic!” Ms. Morning said. “We’ll pack up the boat tonight with 


every supply you could possibly need so you’ll be all ready in the morning.” 

Mr. Today beamed with happiness. “Delightful. Simply a dream.” His eyes 
grew moist for a moment. “While we will be out exploring on serious business, I 
must tell you, Alex’ getting away is something I’ve longed to do since the walls 
went up. I’ve never felt more confident than I do now that Artimé will be in the 
best hands with you and Claire.” He reached out and took Alex’s hand, shaking 
it solemnly. “Thank you.” 

Alex wanted to say, “But I don’t know half of how to run this place!” He 
wanted to say, “There’s so much you haven’t explained!” He wanted to say, 
“Please don’t go. Please don’t go!” 

Instead, he did his best to smile confidently. He reached out and hugged the 
old man, patting his back quite hard a few times in the embrace. Mr. Today 
chuckled, the laugh rattling soundly in his chest. Finally Alex came up with what 
he thought were the perfectly grown-up words to say. He released the embrace 
and looked at the mage. “I hope you find everything you are looking for, sir. 
Thank you for believing in me.” He smiled, and some of his jitters went away. 

Mr. Today nodded solemnly. “Never forget, my boy. I chose you for this. 
There will always be times we struggle, make bad decisions, even fail. What’s 
important is not that we fail, but that we learn and grow. And that we know that 
there is always someone out there who believes in us.” 

Alex nodded. 

Mr. Today continued. “Whatever problems you may face, you must know 
this: I do believe in you.” 

Alex nodded, eyes shining, not trusting his voice to speak. He looked down at 
the ground, a smile forcing its way to his lips, feeling proud and sheepish at the 
same time. He stepped back as if to escape from the strong circle of emotion that 
surrounded Mr. Today. And as his leader continued to gaze proudly at him, Alex 
finally said, “Okay, okay. It’s just a few days. Sheesh.” 

Ms. Morning and Mr. Today’s voices pealed in laughter through the office 
and down the mostly secret hallway. The man wiped the mist from his eyes. 
“Well said, indeed.” With a mischievous glance, he said, “Come, let’s go create 
a gate and tell Artimé of our plans. We’ll put a big crown on your head so the 
Necessaries know whom to bother with their trifles while I’m gone.” 

This time it was Alex who laughed. 


DYKK 
When Mr. Today called all of Artimé to a meeting on the lawn to explain the 


reason for the newly reinstalled gate and his impending absence, Alex gazed out 
at the crowd of people. Such good people here in Artimé’even the former 


Necessaries, who were struggling to fit in and help out. He looked around from 
face to face, unable to tell a difference between the groups. 

As he looked he began to search for his friends, wishing he’d had a chance to 
give them the scoop before the rest of Artimé heard. But he grew troubled when 
he noticed from his place next to Mr. Today that his three closest friends were 
nowhere to be found. It was strange. He scanned the audience more carefully, 
and realized there were a few others missing too, like Sean Ranger. And Eva 
Fathom. 

Suddenly something seemed terribly . . . off. 





Making Preparations 


nae really wasn’t time to wait until darkness fell in Quill’ Aaron needed to get 


busy right away. Still, he didn’t want to bring any attention to himself or to any 
of the homes of the others who’d recently joined the Restorers’some of the 
Quillens were nervous enough as it was, and many of them were doing this 
without the knowledge or support of their families. So their options were limited. 

Aaron managed to round up everybody and split them into groups to be less 
obvious, sending a few from each group first to Gondoleery Rattrapp’s house to 
get supplies and weapons, then having them disperse as unobtrusively as 
possible to their respective meeting spots. If the Quillitary saw too many people 
gathering together or walking together, they’d certainly be suspicious. Aaron 
didn’t need that. 

So he had no choice but to use the Halukis’ home as a meeting spot, as much 
as he didn’t want to. But there were so few residents roaming the streets in the 
governors’ row most days that he hoped for the best. At the very worst, if he 
were caught outside the home, he’d claim to be on a delivery and no one would 
likely know the difference. 

He, along with Eva Fathom, Liam Healy, a woman named Bethesda dia 
Gloria, and Crawledge Prize, one by one snuck into the back door of the Haluki 
house and spread out their goods, including half of the magical items that Eva 
Fathom had been confiscating for him for the past few weeks. Aaron agreed with 
Eva that it made sense to use magic if they had the ability, though he despised 
the creativity behind it. Still, they were powerful weapons, which had been easy 
enough to see when Aaron brought Alex down. 

Gondoleery Rattrapp, who in recent days often sat at her kitchen table alone, 
staring at her fingers and pondering over her childhood and the magic of her 


youth, had the other half of the magical weapons’and Aaron discovered that she 
seemed to be even better than Eva at picking up on magical spells. Gondoleery’s 
plan had been to spend some time teaching her team how to use the magical 
components to see if any of them were at all competent. But the older Quillens 
had a significant disadvantage, they’d found. Their creativity was virtually 
nonexistent, and that translated into a big fat zero in the magical ability 
department. It hadn’t taken long for Eva to give up entirely on anybody over the 
age of twenty-five, and the more impatient Gondoleery threw the towel in on the 
entire lot of them and went back to her kitchen table to brood over the 
components. Which was quite fine with Aaron. He didn’t want too many people 
knowing how to do it, anyway. 

Inside the Haluki house, no one had time to gawk at the size and amenities 
that came with the governorship, though they each noticed. Instead they began to 
assess and clean their weapons, and create new sharp weapons from the odds and 
ends of metal pieces they’d found or stolen over the past weeks. All the while 
Aaron paced and muttered to himself, trying to figure out the perfect plan. 

It’s too soon, a voice in his head kept telling him. It’s a perfect situation but 
we’re not ready yet. Be smart! Aaron tried to ignore it, but the more he tried, the 
louder it got. He began to doubt himself. 

“Eva,” he said sharply. “I need a word with you.” 

Eva Fathom narrowed her eyes at the way he ordered her around. She 
finished what she was doing, and then when she was good and ready to do so, 
she set her weapon down and slowly walked over to Aaron. He swiped the back 
of his hand impatiently across his forehead, wiping the sweat from it. 

Eva approached, folding her arms across her chest. She’d taken a lot of orders 
in her life, and it bothered her that some peach-fuzz-faced boy was trying to tell 
her what to do. “What is it?” 

Aaron took her by the shoulder and turned her away from the others, and 
began walking with her. “You’re sure you have the guts to kill off the old guy? 
Just do the heart attack magic thing and throw his body into the ocean, right?” 

Eva stiffened. “Why are you doubting me?” 

“T’m not!” Aaron said in a harsh whisper. “I’m doubting me. I don’t think we 
have enough weapons or people yet to make this successful. But we’re certainly 
messed up if the old man survives.” 

Eva didn’t much care for Aaron’s continual negative remarks about Marcus’s 
age, seeing as she was a year or two older than Marcus herself. But now was not 
the time to quibble. “It’s all part of the plan,” she said. “P Il take care of him.” 

“You keep saying that. You’ll . . . take care of him.” Aaron averted his eyes 
and wondered if he could really trust her to do the dirtiest of all deeds. “You 


mean you’ ll kill him. Right?” 





Paradise 


We probably shouldn’t stay long,” Samheed said. He slipped out of his sandals 


and took off his component vest, and then he hesitated, looking at it. “Should we 
wear these?” 

Lani, who’d been intent on studying the island for several minutes, knew 
instinctively what Samheed was talking about without having to avert her gaze. 
She’d thought of the same thing a moment earlier, and thus had time to think. 
“The paper components will be ruined, and the clay components will melt in the 
water and make a mess in our pockets.” She turned her gaze to her friends. 
“Besides, I don’t think there’s anybody living on this island anymore. I haven’t 
seen or heard a single thing.” 

“We could bring just the metal and rubber components with us in case we 
need them,” Meghan said. “And leave the vests here.” 

Samheed nodded. “That sounds good.” He took out a few scatterclips and 
dementia spells and slid them into his pants pocket, leaving his vest on the boat 
seat. The others did the same. 

Lani cast the magical anchor spell, as was laid out in the instructions by the 
captain’s wheel, and felt a slight tug of the boat when the waves tried to wash 
them closer in. Satisfied, she slipped off her shoes as well. “I wish we’d thought 
to bring swimsuits, or at least other clothes to change into later.” 

Meghan shrugged and climbed over the side of the boat. “We’ll dry.” She 
jumped in with a big splash and when she surfaced, she said, “It’s all part of the 
adventure! Come on, you guys!” 

Samheed and Lani needed no more urging. They joined Meghan in the water, 
forgetting to be quiet now and striking out in the cool water toward the shore. 
When they could reach the bottom, they began wading toward the beautiful sand 
that sparkled before them. As they neared they began to run, splashing in the 
shallow water. Meghan collapsed on the wet sand, and Lani fell next to her, 


causing Samheed to trip over her leg and fall down too. 

“Ahhh,” Meghan said, the waves lapping at her feet. “This feels good.” Little 
ocean bugs scurried about on the sand, being water-lifted to other places without 
a moment’s notice. 

Lani wrung her long hair out and playfully slapped Samheed in the face with 
the ends of it. 

“Watch it,” Samheed growled, but he had to admit getting to hang around 
with two creative, smart, talented girls on a beautiful beach was not his idea of a 
bad time at all. 

The three of them lounged on the shore, eyes closed. It wasn’t much different 
from lying on the beach of Artimé, but when they thought of the adventure 
they’d taken to get here, it seemed somehow very special. 

Suddenly Lani sat up. “Something’s weird,” she said. 

Meghan shielded her eyes with her hand. “What’s weird?” 

Samheed sat up too. “I was just thinking that same thing.” 

“Tt’s too quiet,” Lani said. “I mean, there’s no sound at all since we reached 
the shore except for our own voices.” 

“No birds, no tree frogs . . . I can understand. But no noise from the waves? 
That’s strange.” Samheed knitted his brows. “I’m not sure about this place.” 

Lani looked at him, concerned. She glanced at Meghan, who had risen to an 
elbow now. “Huh,” Meghan said. 

As the three of them looked at one another, they wondered if they should 
perhaps heed the worrisome grip of fear in their chests and run at their highest 
speed away from the strangely quiet island. But there was no time to process the 
thought, for a moment later they each felt a sharp, severe poke between their 
shoulder blades. Without even a chance to cry out or see what had hit them, 
Meghan, Lani, and Samheed exchanged an identical look of terror before their 
bodies went limp and they dropped back to the sand, unconscious. 





Missing 


(i the meeting adjourned and Mr. Today went back inside to prepare his 


notes for the peace meeting, Alex set off to find his friends, at first methodical 
and measured in his motions. But then, when it became apparent that they were 
not in their rooms, the lounge, the dining hall, or the third floor of the library, he 
moved hurriedly, to no avail. 

“Why arrre you rrrunning arrround like that?” asked Simber from his usual 
post inside the mansion, slightly annoyed by the boy’s constant slamming of the 
front door and whisking about through nearby tubes and flying up and down 
stairs. “I’m trrrying to catch up on my sleep now that the gate is up again.” 

“Have you seen Samheed, Meg, and Lani?” He said it so quickly that it 
sounded like one word, SammyMeghanLani. “Did they go into Quill? Did we 
lock them out by mistake?” He was frantic and sweaty, his hair sticking to his 
forehead as he ran around. 

“Calm down,” Simber said. “I’m sure Marrrcus made arrrangements forrr 
that. Did you check with the girrrinos?” 

“Not yet... So, they might not be locked out for days?” 

“Pm cerrrtain that Marrrcus has thought of that since many of ourrr 
rrresidents come and go now. Likely the ladies at the gate will hearrr them knock 
and someone’ pertrhaps even you’ will have to let them in. Did Marrrcus give you 
the spell forrr the gate?” 

Alex hesitated. “Well, yes. I guess so. He did it with me standing there, 
anyway.” 

“Therrre,” Simber said. “You see? Now you must think like the leaderrr, not 
wait for him to give you instrrructions.” 

Alex stared at Simber. 

Simber, suddenly patient, continued. “So, at this point, what you might be 
thinking about all on yourrr own would be to go down to the gate and tell the 
girrrinos to summon you if any of ourrr fine Arrrtiméans need to be let in.” 

Alex blinked. “Oh. Right. Of course.” He stood a moment longer, then, with a 


slight nudge from the cheetah’s stone paw, he stumbled outside and ran to the 
gate to do what a leader might do. 


DYKK 


When Alex returned to Simber, he started chattering excitedly about how, when 
he got there, someone was already waiting to come back in, and so he let them in 
and it all worked perfectly. But then he noticed Ms. Morning walking up, her 
forehead wrinkled into a worried frown, looking up at Simber, and he stopped 
talking immediately and started listening. 

“The boat is missing,” she said to Simber. “Have you seen it or heard of 
anyone’s plans to use it today? I’d like to load it up for Father’s trip.” 

“No, I haven’t. You’rrre surrre it hasn’t been swept away?” 

Ms. Morning shook her head. “Even the biggest storm couldn’t overpower the 
anchor spell. Someone must have borrowed it. What awful timing!” 

Alex’s lips parted. And just as the wheels in his head started to turn, Simber 
looked straight at him. 

“Have yourrr missing frrriends been found? Orrr arrre they playing hooky 
today, perrrhaps?” 

Alex opened his mouth to deny it, but then he closed it again and slapped his 
hand to his forehead. “Ugh. I bet they did it. They said this morning that they 
were going to go have an adventure, but I had a meeting instead so I 
couldn’t .. .” He trailed off, thinking, remembering now just how much he’d 
wanted to be with them. 

Simber looked pointedly at Alex and tapped a paw. “Well?” 

Alex startled. “Well what? I didn’t do it.” It was nice not to be the one in 
trouble for once. 

Simber sighed. “I know that. What arrre you, as leaderrr, going to do about 
it?” 

“Oh!” Alex said. Sheesh, this whole leadership thing isn’t coming very easily, 
he thought. “Um. . . okay,” he said, stalling. “Okay, well, Claire’” He blushed 
furiously. “I mean, Ms. Morning, will you stay on the island and watch over 
things while Simber and I go find the boat? Because he can, like, fly and stuff, 
so we should be able to . . . find it. Pretty easily. Yeah.” He felt very proud to 
have thought of that so quickly. 

Ms. Morning, who had raised an eyebrow at Alex’s familiarity, was secretly 
pleased that Simber was helping Alex in a way that her father hadn’t thought to 
do. “That sounds like a great plan. If Father and I are gone to the peace meeting 
before you get back, just have some of the students help you load things up. You 
can leave it anchored out front overnight. Sound good?” 


Alex nodded. “Whew,” he said under his breath. “I mean, okay Simber, are 
you ready? That is, is that okay with you? I know you wanted a nap.” 

“Nap schmap,” grumbled the giant cat. He leaped from his pedestal, causing 
the entire mansion to shake when he landed. “Nobody takes that boat out forrr 
months, and now all of a sudden everrrybody needs it.” 

Alex smiled, knowing that sometimes Simber just needed to get his crankies 
out, and it was better simply to listen than try to argue. 
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A few minutes later, on the shore, Alex hoisted himself onto Simber’s back. 
“Any idea wherrre they may have gone?” Simber asked. 

Alex had been trying desperately to set his brain to “leader” mode, thinking 
ahead to what Simber might be asking, and this time he’d succeeded. “They’re 
probably either going around our island to see what things look like on the other 
side, or they’ve struck out to the west.” 

Immediately Simber took a powerful running leap and flew nearly straight up 
into the sky and over the center of Quill, leaving Alex dangling by his arms from 
Simber’s neck. “Whoa! Whoa!” Alex shouted. 

“Sorrry,” Simber muttered as he straightened out again, but Alex thought he 
could hear the big cat chuckling. “Therrre, we can see all the way arrround. Do 
you see them?” 

Alex scanned all the way around. “No,” he said. 

“Neitherrr do I. All rrright. To the west, then.” 

Alex nodded and shifted on the cat’s slippery back. “To the west!” 


ey S 
Paradise... Lost 


haa awoke to the sound of someone screaming. It was Meghan. And that made 


Lani almost start screaming too. 

Her first thought was to jump to her feet and stop whatever it was that was 
making her friend scream. But instinctively Lani knew that would be foolish 
despite the enormous rush of panic inside her, so she remained deathly still. She 
squinted through mostly closed eyelids, remembering the beach but nothing else 
since then, trying to get an idea of where she was and what was happening. Her 
brain felt too groggy to make sense of everything. 

Through slitted eyes she could see Samheed on a table next to her, still out 
cold. She was relieved to see him, and he appeared to be alive’his chest moved 
up and down. Lani turned her head to the other side, very slowly, toward the 
screaming, hoping she wasn’t drawing attention her way. But a second later 
something caught her eye and she stopped moving. Lying in still-damp clothes, 
she broke into a cold sweat and tried to contain a clammy shiver, for a man and a 
woman in gauzy white shirts stood next to her, their backs to her, blocking her 
view of her friend’s head. 

They were bent over, focusing very hard on whatever horrible thing they were 
doing to Meghan. Lani swallowed hard, trying not to freak out and wondering 
what on earth she could possibly do to save Meghan and not make things worse. 

There was no other sound except for Meghan’s sobs and cries. It was hard for 
Lani to concentrate. She looked over at Samheed again, his face so calm and 
serene, willing him to wake up. She begged and pleaded silently with anyone 
who might be able to hear the thoughts in her head, and prayed desperately for 
Samheed’s eyes to open so they could plan their imminent escape together. She 
wasn’t sure she could do this alone. 

Lani’s heart raced. She’d have to startle them, then attack and disable them. 
And then somehow she and Meghan would have to drag Samheed out of here. 
Not impossible, she found herself thinking, and that thought calmed her. Unless, 


of course, Meghan was unable to move . . . but Lani couldn’t let herself consider 
that option. 

Slowly she slid her hand up her thigh to the opening of her pants pocket. 
Meghan’s screams were growing hoarse now, and Lani turned her inner pleading 
toward Meghan to stay conscious, keep the white-shirted people occupied .. . 
and not die. 

Lani wriggled her fingers into her wet pants pocket. There was nothing there. 
She tried the other pocket, but the only thing in there was the picture Alex had 
drawn and given to her. She bit her lip to keep the angry tears back. Someone 
had taken her spell components. Her heart pounded in her chest so loudly she 
was sure the people could hear it. 

She lifted her head slightly to look around the room, knowing she shouldn’t 
be moving so much, but unable to control herself now’she was starting to panic. 
And there, on a table across the room, she saw them. A pile of scatterclips and 
other assorted components, well out of reach. Lani let her head rest back on the 
table and squeezed her eyes shut, telling herself to calm down, to just stay cool 
and think. But Meghan’s cries were totally unnerving her. Lani wasn’t sure how 
much longer she could stand it. She needed a plan now. 

An instant later Meghan’s screams stopped; only the echo of them hung in the 
air for a second before fading. Lani tensed, her stomach clenching and churning. 
Had they killed her friend? With no more time to think, Lani pulled her knees up 
to her chin and kicked out at the man, striking him in the center of his back and 
knocking him off balance and to the floor. She leaped off the table and lunged 
for the components, managing only to knock them to the ground as the man 
grabbed her by the ankle and pulled her down. 

Meghan, silent, struggled to her elbow. She kicked out weakly at the woman 
who had been holding her down on the table. Lani’s eyes widened’ Meghan was 
alive! Lani grabbed a handful of scatterclips and sent them soaring through the 
air at the woman, who was now wrestling with Meghan. The scatterclips caught 
the woman’s clothing and dragged her several feet away from Meghan to the 
wall, pinning her there. A look of shock and frustration crossed over her face as 
she struggled and failed to release herself from their grasp. 

And then the man was getting up and grabbing for Lani’s ankles again, trying 
to keep her from rising to her feet. 

“Run, Meg! Get help!” she screamed, reaching blindly for components. “I’m 
coming!” 

Meghan, dazed and no doubt in shock, staggered to the door obediently as 
Lani clawed at the dirt floor, trying to reach another scatterclip. “Go!” she yelled 
again, and Meghan, without looking back, disappeared from view. 


The man yanked Lani by the ankles as Lani tried desperately to twist over to 
her stomach so she could see where the components were. “Sam, wake up!” Lani 
screamed. “Sam!” She wriggled one leg free from the man’s grasp and kicked 
him hard in the jaw, sending him reeling once again. He hit his head on the 
comer of a table and fell to the ground, conscious but dazed, on top of the 
components. 

Lani jumped to her feet and made a quick assessment. She looked at the door, 
which stood open now. Meghan was gone. She looked at Samheed, who hadn’t 
moved. The woman was still stuck fast to the wall, she was sure of it. 

The man was starting to struggle to his feet. There was no way Lani could 
risk going anywhere near him to grab another scatterclip. She scrambled to 
Samheed’s side and slapped his face, tugging at his arm and screaming his name. 
“Sam! Wake up!” she sobbed. “Please . . .” 

She looked at the man, who was standing now, grabbing a rope from a drawer 
and coming toward her. And then she looked at Samheed, lying helpless. 
Nothing barred her way to the door. She could still run. 

But she couldn’t leave him there. 

She shoved her hands into her pockets once more in a desperate move to see 
if perhaps the strange captors had accidently missed one scatterclip or a bit of 
rubber in the fold of her pocket, but it was not to be. For the second time since 
they’d been captured, her fingers touched the picture Alex had drawn. But this 
time she drew in a sharp breath, and her eyes opened wide with the realization 
that there might indeed be one last hope. She gripped the drawing, her lips 
moving slightly as she mouthed the necessary word. Seek. With a fire-like blast, 
a ball of light burst from her pocket, not harming her in the least. It zigzagged to 
the doorway and disappeared. 

A second later, dozens more silent people appeared as if from nowhere and 
flooded into the room, trapping Lani between the wall and the head of 
Samheed’s table. She stood bravely facing them, gripping and pulling hard on 
Sam’s hair, hoping the pain would wake him. But it didn’t. Go, Meghan! she 
pleaded silently. Come on, Alex! 

The man she’d fought now weaved his way through the crowd, most of whom 
were using a strange sort of sign language to communicate. Some stood on 
tiptoes trying to see what was happening. All of them wore scarves around their 
necks with symbols printed on them. Lani shrank back as the man with the rope 
approached. He signaled to another man, who roughly grabbed Lani by the 
shoulders and turned her around to face the wall, her cheek pressed up against 
the clammy coolness of it. The man took her wrists, pinning them at her sides. 
“Samheed!” she yelled once more, kicking backward and startling everyone, but 


not enough to allow her to escape. 

The man with the rope pulled it around Lani’s neck and held it tight. Lani 
struggled, but it was no use. First she saw spots dance before her eyes as she 
struggled to breathe, and then a wall of blackness. She could hang on to 
consciousness no longer. She slumped forward against the wall. 
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When Lani woke again, the screams she heard this time were her own. Her body 
was now tied to the same table she’d been on before. A different woman with 
strange, golden-orange eyes held Lani’s head still while another painstakingly 
threaded metal thorns through the skin of her neck. 





The Search 


Sumber soared toward the sun, which was just beginning its descent for the day. 


Alex shivered and wished he’d brought a jacket’it was much cooler flying this 
high over the middle of the ocean. And really, he had other things to do. He 
wished his friends hadn’t chosen today of all days to mess around with Ms. 
Morning’s boat. He wished... 

Alex pulled himself up closer to the stone cheetah’s neck, trying to hide his 
face from the wind that whipped his hair all around and stung his eyes. He had 
no idea how fast Simber was going, but it was much swifter than Alex had ever 
moved before, that was certain. 

“Arrre you holding on all rrright?” Simber asked. 

“Yes,” Alex said. His arms ached. 

Just then a glowing dot of light appeared in the distance, growing bigger by 
the second. At first Alex thought his eyes had gone buggy from staring at the 
sun, but as seconds turned into minutes, it didn’t waver. Soon it reached Alex 
and Simber, and reversed its course to remain in a position just within Alex’s 
grasp. 

Alex, not knowing what else to do, held out his hand and grabbed the sphere 
from the air. It exploded, and a lighted image of a drawing of Lani’his 
drawing’ appeared, then broke into tiny pieces of light and fell away. Instantly he 
remembered the spell Lani had created for Mr. Appleblossom. 

“We’re going the right way!” Alex cried out to Simber. “Lani sent a seek 
spell. So at least they’re all right,” he said, hope in his voice. 

“Well,” growled Simber, “at least she is, orrr was, wheneverrr she sent it.” 

The short blast of relief disappeared and fear returned to Alex’s belly. He 
didn’t know how long it took for a seeking ball of light to travel. And who knew 


how far away his friends were? He leaned forward again, searching all the 
harder. 

Within an hour they were closing in on the nearest island. Alex strained his 
eyes toward the water below, looking for the boat, but was fooled over and over 
again from this height by foaming whitecaps’the sea below was getting choppy. 
But he didn’t need to worry. Simber’s keen eyes soon spotted the boat without a 
problem. 

The giant stone cheetah dove down to get a closer look, making Alex’s 
stomach catch in his throat. They hovered over the boat for a moment. It was 
empty. 

“Thrrree component vests on the seats, and no sign of theirrr ownerrrs,” 
Simber growled, highly displeased. 

Alex’s eyes widened and his gaze darted from the boat to the shore to the lush 
green center and tall rocky points of the island. “Where are they?” 

Simber flapped his powerful wings and headed for the island. “That’s what 
we’rrre going to find out.” His voice was gruffer than usual, and it made Alex 
feel like he should be worried. 

They soared over the island, Simber flying swiftly and carefully over the 
beach and the landscape. Alex shielded his eyes and peered around Simber’s 
neck. He wasn’t cold now. He didn’t think about his discomfort or the annoying 
sun in his eyes. Simber was worried; therefore Alex was worried. Simber didn’t 
worry about things unless they were big. 

“Do you see anything?” Alex ventured after they’d combed a quarter of the 
island. 

“Some footprrrints on the beach,” Simber said. “I thought I saw a glint of 
metal orrr something else shiny a moment ago, but it was shorrrt-lived and I 
can’t find it now.” He went over the property again, but saw nothing. 

Alex bit his lip and shifted on Simber’s back, leaning far off to one side now, 
determined to find something. “Is it safe to land?” he asked. 

“Td rrratherrr not,” Simber said gruffly. “Therrre’s something strrrange about 
this place. Therrre’s no noise at all. I don’t trrrust it.” 

Alex swallowed hard. He tried not to let his panic overtake his senses. “Lani,” 
he whispered. “Come on, you guys. The joke’s over. Where are you?” But deep 
down, he had a feeling this wasn’t a joke at all. 

When they had cruised over the entire island, Simber made one last pass over 
the beach. “Okay, leaderrr. What now?” 

Alex had been asking himself this very question. He tried to be as grown-up 
as possible, tried to think everything through like Mr. Today would do. Finally 
he said, “Do you think it’s truly dangerous for us to go ashore and explore?” 


“Forrr you, yes. Forrr me, prrrobably not.” 

Alex bit his lip. Could he rightfully ask Simber to risk going ashore alone? 

Simber cleared his throat. He hovered over the beach, watching and sampling 
the air. Waiting. 

“Would you .. . I mean, what do you think .. . ?” Alex couldn’t ask such a 
thing. 

Simber strained his neck and looked over his shoulder at Alex. “Do it, Alex,” 
he said. “It’s yourrr job.” 

Alex pushed his tangled hair out of his eyes and sighed. “Okay. Fine. Simber, 
please drop me into the boat, and go on shore to do a little exploring. But be very 
careful.” 

Simber nodded. “That’s the best idea you’ve had all day,” he said. He darted 
over the water to the boat and slowly lowered his body so Alex could safely drop 
into it. 

“Be careful!” Alex repeated as Simber flew the short distance to the sand and 
landed gracefully. 

Alex hung over the side of the boat, his knuckles turning white as he gripped 
the railing, watching Simber slink toward the trees like the hunter he truly was. 
“Please find them,” he whispered over and over, his teeth chattering from 
nerves. “Please let them be okay.” 

His heart leaped when Simber started running through the trees, as if in 
pursuit of prey. Alex stood up straight, straining to hear something, anything, 
from the direction of the island. But as before, there was eerily no sound at all. 

When he heard a small splash nearby, he jumped. He imagined a team of 
islanders coming up out of the water from underneath the boat to attack him, 
now that the beast was out of the way. Dizzy with self-imposed fright, he 
grabbed a paddle from the side compartment of the boat with one hand and a 
heart attack component with the other and looked quickly all around the water. 

He heard another splash, and this time he could pinpoint it’it was coming 
from the back of the boat. Alex raised the paddle above his head with his right 
hand, and pulled his left hand back holding the heart attack component, ready to 
fight whatever it was. He carefully peered over the stern. 

When he saw her, one arm slung loosely around the boat’s ladder, he sucked 
in a breath, for indeed, he nearly didn’t recognize her at first. 

“Meg,” he whispered. 

He threw the paddle to the deck and reached out for her. She could barely lift 
a hand, she was so weak. The low sun caught Meghan’s red hair on fire and 
glinted on the points of the metal thorn band around her neck. 





Stationed Up and at the Ready 


va,” Aaron called out when he had his plan for the next day’s attack all figured 


out. “A word, please.” 

Eva rolled her eyes. “Now what?” She and the others had just sat down at the 
Halukis’ dining table to eat a rather fine governor-type dinner. 

Aaron tried to ignore her attitude. “I need you to sneak out of here and talk to 
Gondoleery’ let her know what the plan is, and see what they’ve done with their 
weapons.” 

“What is the plan?” 

“Tm about to tell you,” Aaron said. “You can stop with the insolence now. I 
apologized for doubting you. It’s over. Can’t we please move forward 
cohesively? We have a government to overtake, and we need to be together on 
this.” 

This time Eva didn’t roll her eyes, but she wanted to. “Fine. Go ahead then.” 

“This is very important. I want you to tell Gondoleery’s team to wait until it’s 
fully dark, and then begin stealthily heading toward Artimé. They should bring 
all of their weapons with them, hide, and sit patiently outside Artimé’s walls, 
watching who is going in and out overnight. They’re not to attack until after you 
and Today leave in the morning.” 

“Okay,” Eva said. 

“And I want you to go inside and sleep in the mansion tonight as you 
normally would. Do you have your heart attack weapon?” 

“T do,” Eva said, patting her pocket. “And you have the rest of them.” Eva 
stared at the ground, thinking. She’d have to fake not knowing the gate was back 
up. Hopefully there would still be a way into Artimé. She shifted nervously. If 
she couldn’t release the gate spell herself and get into Artimé, she wouldn’t be 
able to leave with Marcus in the morning. 

“TIl have the rest of our team head toward the palace in the morning to try to 


delay Haluki in case he gets wind of this.” 

“Sounds good,” Eva said. She glanced around at the others. “So you’re 
camping out here tonight? All of you?” 

“Yes. You’ll be off with the old mage by the time we attack, so we’ll see you 
after. Remember, just dump the body and say he went for a swim and drowned.” 

“T will.” 

“Be properly upset about it.” 

“T will.” Eva was getting upset with Aaron now. “Maybe you should brave up 
and kill him yourself if you don’t think I can do it right.” 

Aaron’s face turned red. He pressed his lips together but said nothing. 

Eva turned and looked longingly at the dinner table, where Liam, Bethesda, 
and Crawledge were making quick work of the food. “Is there anything else you 
want me to tell Gondoleery?” 

“Just . . .” Aaron fidgeted. “Just tell her to hold off and stand down if she 
feels outnumbered. We aren’t in a race.” 

“Okay.” She took it upon herself to end their little meeting and went back to 
sit at the table and finish her food. 

Aaron watched her, incredulous, and then cleared his throat loudly. “Eva?” 

Eva turned to look at him, surprised. “Yes?” 

“Now.” 

Eva and the other three paused simultaneously, hands to mouths, and stared at 
Aaron. 

“Now,” he said again, and pointed to the back door. “Go.” 

The former secretary to the High Priest Justine hesitated, and then slowly 
placed her spoon back into her full bowl of soup. She stood, infuriated, and 
without a word or a second glance, walked out the back door of the Haluki 
home, seething, and disappeared. 


DYKK 


When she reached the home of Gondoleery Rattrapp, she entered quietly. 
Gondoleery sat at her table staring at the spell components, rolling them around 
in her fingers, deep in thought. She startled and stood up when Eva cleared her 
throat. 

“I have a message for you,” Eva announced. “Aaron Stowe requests that your 
team head over to Artimé now. There yov’ll find a gate up. Release the magic 
spell on it, or break it down if you have to,” she said, looking at Gondoleery, 
“and attack immediately.” 





The Weekly Peace Meeting 


As the sun set over the distant islands Marcus Today sat at his dressing table in 


his private chambers. He adjusted his robe on his shoulders and secured it, just 
so, around his neck. He doffed his favorite slippers and put on his walking shoes 
for the trip into Quill. But then he chuckled to himself, remembering he’d put the 
gate up again. Perhaps he wouldn’t walk into Quill today after all. 

The walk was one of his favorite parts of his new routine since the battle. 
Sometimes Claire accompanied him, and that gave him some lovely time to 
spend with his daughter. But he really favored the walk when he was alone. 
While the road was hot, and the odor and scenery left much to be desired along 
the way to the palace, it was often quite deserted for a good portion of the way, 
and it gave Mr. Today some much needed peace and quiet from the mostly 
friendly chaos that had overtaken Artimé. It was good for him to be alone 
sometimes, he knew. And occasional solitude was especially good for the 
creative mind. Some of his best ideas of the past months came out of that weekly 
walk. The greatest of which was Alex Stowe. 

The boy was young, but Marcus had no doubt that he would flourish in the 
years ahead. And the old mage was set on helping Alex build his self-confidence 
and belief in himself as being worthy of the title of mage of Artimé. It would 
take time, but Alex would come around eventually. 

As Marcus smoothed his flyaway shock of hair, he thought back on his 
meetings with Alex over the past months. How fun it was to surprise the boy 
with his eccentric ideas. How smart Alex was, and how capable. And how 
disappointed the boy could get when he wanted something so badly but was 
denied. He knew back then that Alex would feel incapable of being mage. He 
also knew, more than Alex himself, that Alex wouldn’t want anyone else taking 
the job from him. 

“Oh!” he said to his image in the mirror. “That reminds me. . . .” 

He picked up a pencil and scribbled a note to himself for after the meeting: 

Teach Alex Triad spells 


He chuckled to himself as he put his pencil down. “Oh dear. Getting 
forgetful,” he said. “It wouldn’t do to leave out that little gem, now would it. In 
fact... Pll grab it now.” He got up and walked out of his chambers and across 
the hall to the Museum of Large. Inside he gazed at the overflowing piles of 
books for a long moment, concentrating. Slowly he walked halfway down the 
library wall to the very center of the middle shelf, and pulled out a thin, 
handwritten diary simply called The Triad: Live, Hide, Restore. 

He brought the book to his chambers and set it on his dressing table so he 
wouldn’t forget to give it to Alex that night. 

A moment later there was a light tapping on the doorframe. Ms. Morning 
poked her head in. 

“Hello, dear,” Mr. Today said, smiling brightly. 

“Ready, Father?” 

“Just about,” he said. “Has Alex returned with the boat?” 

“Not yet,” Ms. Morning said. She was starting to get worried, but she knew 
that there was no better companion for Alex to have than Simber. “I’m sure 
they’ ll be back before we get home after the meeting.” 

“Perhaps we should wait.” 

Claire smiled. “Father, you put us in charge. Alex is no doubt handling 
everything with utmost care. And if he and Simber are not back by morning, 
obviously you can cancel your trip.” 

Mr. Today nodded. “You’re right. You know, Claire, this is very good for me, 
to let go of a few things now and then.” 

“I know,” she said. 

Mr. Today turned to Charlie, the gargoyle. “Charlie, can you let Gunnar know 
we’re on the way?” 

Charlie gave Mr. Today three thumbs-up. He’d always felt very lucky to have 
three thumbs, so he used them all whenever the opportunity arose. 

Mr. Today and Ms. Morning left the mage’s private chambers and walked 
across the hall to the kitchenette. Ms. Morning stepped to the side of the tube 
and flourished regally with her hand to her father. “Age before beauty, as they 
say.” 

Mr. Today chuckled softly and stepped into the tube. 


ey S 
Silence 


Meghan!” Alex hoisted Meghan’s limp, sodden body into the boat, nearly 


toppling over when her foot caught on the ladder. He yanked her free and they 
both fell to the deck. “Meg!” he cried out again. 

Her skin was blue white and very cold except for the swollen red skin of her 
neck, where the thorny band was sewn, but her eyelids fluttered and she breathed 
shallowly. She focused on Alex for a second and tried to speak, but couldn’t 
make a sound. Her fingers brushed past her throat and her face twisted up, lips 
quivering, tears leaking from her eyes in a silent chest-heaving sob. 

Alex stared. And then he sprang to his feet. “Simber!” he shouted, leaning 
over the boat’s edge and cupping his mouth. “Simber!” He scrambled around the 
boat to find towels, wrapping Meghan in them and giving her a pillow. Her eyes 
were closed now, and she didn’t open them when Alex shook her arm. He stood 
again to shout the cheetah’s name, but this time saw him coming. 

The cheetah glided in and landed with his back paws precariously on the side 
railing of the boat, still flapping his wings to keep the majority of his weight 
from capsizing them all, but being careful not to touch the water. His eyes were 
eagle-sharp, his teeth bared. “What’s happened to herrr? Wherrre’d she come 
frrrom?” he growled. 

Alex, now fighting the wind from Simber’s wings, shielded his face’he’d 
been accidentally knocked about by those wings before, and it wasn’t fun, so he 
was cautious. “She was in the water, clinging to the ladder. I didn’t know she 
was there until she splashed. She can’t talk. They’” He choked up a little. 
Whoever “they” was Alex didn’t know, which made it even more frightening. 
“They put that horrible metal thing on her neck.” His own face threatened to 
twist up in emotion, but he gripped the captain’s seatback, trying to control it. “I 
haven’t seen Lani or Samheed.” He dug his fingernails into the cushion and 
closed his eyes a moment, trying to compose himself. He was supposed to be in 
charge. And people in charge can’t buckle. He knew he had to take his personal 


pain out of it for now and focus on what to do next. He took a deep breath and 
let it out. Then he looked at Simber, his face serious. “Did you see anything on 
the island?” 

Simber nodded grimly. “Yes. Not Samheed orrr Lani, but I saw two natives 
with the necklaces made of thorrrns. I chased them until they disappearrred into 
a hole in the grrround, much smallerrr than I could get into.” He looked at 
Meghan and then at Alex. 

“A hole in the ground?” Alex echoed. He didn’t have time to contemplate that 
right now’he knew he had another decision to make. But this one was beyond his 
ability. “Simber . . .” He stared at Meghan’s limp body and looked up at Simber 
again. “I need your help,” he said. 

“I’m always herrre,” he said softly. 

Alex scanned the island once more, desperate to see Lani or Samheed. “It’s 
going to be dark soon. Meghan’s freezing’the water here is much colder than it 
is at Artimé. I don’t know if she’s injured more than just the neck thing, or what. 
She’s ... She won’t wake up.” 

Simber nodded and waited. 

“So... you’re sure there’s no sign of Sam and Lani?” Alex knew, of course, 
that Simber wouldn’t have lied about it. He just had to get himself to accept that 
his friends were missing . . . and quite possibly worse off than Meghan. He 
couldn’t bear to take it all in. 

“T’m sorrry. No sign. No scent. And, of courrrse, no sound.” 

Alex looked down at Meghan. “We need to leave them here . . . don’t we.” It 
wasn’t really a question. 

Simber’s eyes softened. “Yes, Alex.” 

Alex blew out a breath and nodded. “Okay.” That was the help he needed. 
“We need to save the one we know we can save.” Hurriedly he grabbed more 
dry towels from the stack he’d found and began rewrapping Meghan in them. 

“That’s rrright.” 

Alex looked at the almost-setting sun, and then peered in the direction of 
Artimé. His heart pounded and he sat upright, leaning forward, squinting and 
worrying. “I can’t see home.” 

“I can,” Simber said. “We’ll go togetherrr, as always.” 

Alex gave one last fleeting glance over his shoulder at the silent island, and 
then released the anchor spell and situated himself behind the wheel of the boat, 
straining his eyes to read the instructions in the dimming light. He started the 
boat and looked up at Simber. “Lead the way. Full speed.” 

“If we hurrry, we’ll make it by darrrk,” Simber said. He looked down at Alex. 
“T won’t leave you.” 


Alex nodded. With a powerful flap, Simber rose and headed east toward 
home. 

“Hang on, Meg,” Alex whispered as he powered the boat to full speed. 
“You'll be safe soon.” He clenched his hands around the steering wheel and 
followed Simber. He didn’t look back again. 





The Dark and Quiet Place 


Aiii the screaming came the silence, and then the burning eye drops, which 


were not nearly as bad as the thorny necklace surgery, but the drops still stung 
ferociously and made Lani blind. She ached everywhere. They brought her 
somewhere cool and dry, and left her there, free of ropes or tethers. But it didn’t 
matter. She didn’t feel like moving. 

She had heard Samheed’s cries for a while not far away, but she was too 
weak, too blind to even attempt to find him. And then Sam, like Meghan, and 
like herself, had gone silent without warning when the sharp device was 
connected in place. There was nothing to be heard after that. 

Later she felt a slight breeze, as if someone or something moved past her, and 
she swung her arms out weakly, but they didn’t connect with anything but air. 
She crawled around, shaking with pain and weakness and fear, until the panic 
inside her finally shuddered its way out of her body. But no one who cared 
would ever see it. 

Lani could do nothing but sit in this cave. She could see nothing but a sheet of 
black. And she couldn’t hear anything at all’no noise transmitted anywhere on 
the island. Not through voice, or friction, or shuffle of feet. 

Not even through dripping tears or cracking hearts. 





Heart Attack 


Neen went back to worrying over the weapons on the desk in Haluki’s office, 


having no stomach for food now. He sat in Haluki’s chair, elbows on the desk 
and face in his hands. He was in over his head and he knew it. He had four dozen 
fighters at most . . . at most! How could they possibly prevail against hundreds 
of Artiméans, even if the Restorers did have a little magic? Artimé had more. 
They always had more. 

Besides that, he was not playing it out right at all. What was he doing, getting 
Eva so mad at him? But he could feel it’the control he so desperately desired, 
flitting just out of his grasp, and it made him crazy. He should just call the whole 
thing off. “It’s too soon,” he muttered, not for the first time that evening. He 
lifted his head and stared at the measly weaponry in front of him. And then he 
heard a noise. 

When the closet on the wall across from him rattled, and the doors unlatched, 
he first thought that his stressed-out mind was playing tricks on him. But then 
the doors opened further, and before Aaron could make a sound Mr. Today 
emerged from the closet into the office through the enormous glass tube. 

Mr. Today took a few steps before he noticed the strange weapons strewn 
over the top of Gunnar’s desk, and then he looked up and saw Aaron slowly 
rising to his feet. 

They stood stock-still, both completely startled, facing each other just a few 
feet apart. Neither moved a muscle, and thoughts flooded both of their minds. 

Mr. Today’s first instinct was to warn his daughter. But before he could do 
anything to stop Claire from coming through the tube, Aaron Stowe jerked out 
his arm and grabbed a handful of heart attack components from the desk. 

Without hesitation, Mr. Today whipped a pen from his robe pocket and shot a 
blinding highlighter spell into Aaron’s eyes. But Aaron, unfazed and spurred on 
by Eva Fathom’s dare, didn’t need his eyes to know where the mage was. As he 


reeled backward, he flung all of the components at once toward the man, 
shouting, “Heart attack!” 

Five clay hearts sprouted wings and flew at Mr. Today. The old mage tried to 
dodge them, but the components had locked in on their target. They slammed 
into his chest, knocking the mage to the floor as they found their mark. 

Shocked by the impact, Mr. Today gasped and clutched his robe. The pain 
seared through him, from his chest outward in all directions, stopping his breath. 
He closed his eyes, sending one last message as the heart attack spells stabbed 
deep into him, five times the power and intensity of one. He writhed on the floor, 
shaking. 

Aaron, blinded, called out to his team, unsure what had happened. “Help!” he 
called out. “I can’t see!” 

A second later Aaron heard another noise from the cabinet. “Help!” he cried 
out again. “They’re attacking!” His housemates came thundering in. By the time 
Claire Morning stepped out of the closet and saw her father on the floor, Mr. 
Today had stopped shaking and lay completely still. 

Crawledge and Bethesda seized Claire, and Liam clamped his hand over her 
mouth. He grabbed a rusty knife from the desk and held it to her throat. “Not one 
word,” he said. 

Everyone stood transfixed by the strange, horrific situation as one by one they 
realized what Aaron had just done. 

“What’s happening?” Aaron called out anxiously, but then his sight 
miraculously cleared. He scrambled to his feet, ready to attack, but everyone’s 
attention was diverted to the closet, where the strange glass tube faded away 
before the Restorers’ eyes. 





From the Vast Ocean 


Aie never loosened his grip on the wheel, and he urged the boat on faster and 


faster. Simber stayed steady, ahead and to the right, so he could look over his 
shoulder now and then and make sure Alex was okay. 

And Alex kept looking down at Meghan, glad she was shielded from the 
wind, hoping she was still alive, still hanging on. 

Regret and fear pounded through his body in waves. He wished he’d stopped 
his friends. He wished he’d known what they were about to do. How foolish! 
What were they thinking? But he remembered his first glance at the beautiful 
island, thinking how serene and lovely it appeared. “Why’d you do it, Meg?” he 
asked, knowing she couldn’t hear him. 

It was what he couldn’t say that crushed him. He couldn’t even think it, it was 
too horrible to imagine. Lani. 

And Samheed, too, but it was different with Lani. She was his... sort of... 
oh, this was all so horrible. He had to stop thinking about it. He glanced at their 
component vests, folded neatly on the seat next to him, the top one fluttering 
slightly whenever a gust of wind slipped under it. They’d had no protection. 
Why on earth would they take their vests off? They were smarter than that! Alex 
didn’t understand it. 

And now he and Simber had left them there . . . wherever they were. 
Underground in a hole? That was crazy. 

Maybe he should have had Simber carry Meghan and him home, and left the 
boat for Sam and Lani, just in case. He glanced over his shoulder and bit his lip, 
wishing he’d thought of that. Maybe they should turn back. But they were 
almost home now. In the dim light Alex could see the mansion all lit up. It was 
beautiful from this angle. He’d never noticed it like this before. 

By the time they grew close to Artimé, Alex had decided it. He’d drop 
Meghan off in care of the nurses, and then he and Simber would go back to the 
island and leave the boat for Samheed and Lani, just in case. He doubted the 
natives of that island could know how to dismantle the anchor spell, so there was 


little worry of it being stolen. What if Samheed and Lani had watched him and 
Simber leave with the boat, and they’d been unable to make a sound, like 
Meghan? It tore Alex apart to think about it. He cursed the boat for not going 
faster, and Simber flapped onward, never tiring. Always there, faithfully at 
Alex’s side. 

Until suddenly, he wasn’t. 

Without warning the boat sputtered loudly and stopped running. Alex and 
Meghan pitched forward, Alex hitting the windshield and cutting his lip open, 
Meghan slamming lifelessly into a seat and stopping there. As he was about to 
use the magical verbal component to get the boat started again, he noticed, out of 
the corner of his eye, Simber frozen mid-flap in the air. The giant cat tipped 
forward sharply and began falling, falling, falling. “Simber!” Alex yelled, but 
the giant stone statue didn’t respond. “Simber!” 

Simber slammed face-first into the water with an enormous splash, sending a 
giant wave that nearly capsized the boat. Alex and Meghan flew out over the 
side like weightless rag dolls being tossed across a room, and plunged headlong 
into the sea. When Alex surfaced, coughing and sputtering, he saw the tip of 
Simber’s tail disappearing under the water. “Simber!” Alex cried out again. But 
he had no time to think about Simber now. He twisted in the water, looking 
frantically in all directions. 

“Meghan!” he screamed. 

She was nowhere to be found. 


\— 
Gone 


Nici watched in amazement, and then came to his senses. He grabbed a pistol 


from the table and pointed it at Claire Morning. “If you speak, you will die,” he 
said. 

Ms. Morning couldn’t make a sound. She didn’t even look at Aaron. She 
could only stare at the body of her father, crumpled and unmoving on the floor. 
He looked so helpless. 

Keeping the gun trained on Claire, Aaron turned back to Mr. Today. He 
stepped carefully over to the mage and nudged him with his foot. The magician 
didn’t respond. 

“Is he dead?” Bethesda asked. “What did you do to him?” 

“Quiet,” Aaron barked. His heart raced. Had he killed Mr. Today? Had it 
really been so easy? He turned to Crawledge and Bethesda. “Take her to the 
pantry and lock her up. Bar the door. Liam, give her a little something to help 
her remember not to give us any trouble.” 

Liam’s eyes widened. “Like what?” 

Aaron shoved his hands into his pockets to keep them from trembling. 
“Just... whatever. Threaten her. Think of something! I don’t care.” 

Claire turned her head back to Liam now, her eyes filled with hatred and 
unshed tears. She glared at him, and he couldn’t look at her. 

“Come on,” Liam said roughly. He picked his way over Mr. Today and 
around furniture and led them to the kitchen pantry, Claire struggling slightly, 
but not enough to get herself shot. “Just throw her in there,” he mumbled. “I 
need to help Aaron with the body.” 

Crawledge and Bethesda shoved Claire into the space under the bottom shelf, 
tied her wrists and ankles, stuffed a dusty cloth in her mouth, and closed the 
door. When they had secured the pantry, and the sounds of their voices grew 
distant, Claire Morning closed her eyes and let her head fall back against the 
wall. 





The Restorers 


nce Eva had delivered the false message, Gondoleery Rattrapp wasted no time. 
She’d been waiting weeks for this moment, and her teams and weapons were 
ready. They slithered toward Quill, staying in whatever late afternoon shadows 
they could find along the way. They arrived at dusk. Gondoleery tried to release 
the spell on the gate, but it didn’t work. She tried again, and then realized it must 
be a very strong spell’more powerful than she was at the moment. 

“We’ll have to break it down,” she said. But first she gathered her troops 
around her to go over the plan one last time. They were all in agreement to wait 
until the moon was high overhead so they could have some advantage of light 
when the Artiméans came pouring out of the mansion to fight. 

But before the plan could be enacted, a strange cry rose up from inside 
Artimé. Gondoleery and her team could hear it, plain as day. As far as she knew, 
that had never happened before’ Artimé had a sound barrier around it, which had 
helped to keep it from being discovered all those years. But now they could hear 
people shrieking and crying out. Something chaotic had clearly happened. And 
then the gate clicked and popped open an inch. 

Gondoleery was happy to take advantage of that. 

“Ready?” she whispered harshly. “Charge!” She opened the gate and her 
team streamed in behind her. But it wasn’t long before they were all nearly 
trampled or swept up by the crowd of people that flooded out of Artimé. 

“After them!” Gondoleery cried. She wasn’t pleased that no one seemed to 
even notice her ferocious team amid all the chaos. Still, they managed to take 
down a few straggling Unwanteds as they chased after them. 

Out in the road around Quill, the Artiméans, realizing they were under attack, 
struggled to pull themselves together. Soon they began to fight back. Gondoleery 
flinched as an Artiméan sent a rubber sphere flying toward her, hitting her in the 


shoulder. 

But nothing happened. The spell component bounced harmlessly to the 
ground and rolled in the dirt. As the look of surprise came over the face of the 
Unwanted who’d thrown it, Gondoleery picked up the ball and stared at it, then 
shoved it in her pocket. There was no time to ponder this latest development 
now. She had a battle to win. 





To the Depths of Despair 


Mex sucked in a breath and dove down, eyes wide open, looking for any flash of 


color, any sign of Meghan. It was dark down there, and mentally he scrambled 
for all of the possible spells he could use to help him in a situation like this, but 
he could think of none. Even his origami dragons would be of no use now to 
light up the night, for they were a sopping wet mess in his component vest 
pocket. 

Desperately he searched for Meghan, waving his hands around through the 
water. His lungs felt like they were going to burst. He came up for air and 
whipped his head around, looking for any sign of her, but there was nothing. 
Then down he went again. Please! he screamed in his mind, thinking of Lani and 
Samheed. I can’t lose everyone. 

That thought nearly made him break apart, but it also gave him the strength to 
dive deeper, to search harder. He surfaced once more, panting, and looked 
everywhere. Only the boat, upright again and drifting toward the shore, was 
visible. He knew there was no time to waste. 

He sucked in an enormous breath and down he went a third time, deeper, 
farther, until his ears ached and popped. He strained to reach anything he could 
touch in the murky water. Just when he was about to give up he kicked his feet, 
and his toes got tangled up in something. 

It was hair. 

He turned sharply and reached for her hair, grasping it with his hand, and 
yanked as hard as he could, rushing, kicking, with all of his might, pulling her up 
alongside him and then pushing her above him to the surface. When they broke 
through, Alex gasped and sucked in air, flipping on his back and holding 
Meghan tightly to his chest, trying to float, and unable to do another thing until 
he had replenished his oxygen stores. 

He squeezed Meghan’s stomach and started kicking toward the shore. 


“Breathe!” he cried. And then, between ragged breaths, he chanted to keep 
himself focused. “Breathe. Please breathe.” 

Meghan choked and silently coughed up water. She took a raking breath in 
and coughed some more. 

“Come on,” Alex said. “Breathe! That’s it!” 

Meghan struggled. The sharp thorns around her neck cut into Alex’s chest 
like lethal scatterclips hitting their mark, but he couldn’t do anything to adjust 
his pain or hers right now. Waves constantly washed over their faces, causing 
them to feel like they were drowning over and over again. 

“Come on, now,” Alex said again, barely whispering. “We’re going to make 
it. We’re going to make it.” He put everything he had into getting through the 
next second, and the next, and the next. 

It took almost an hour to reach the shore of Artimé. When Alex could touch 
the bottom, he stumbled, dragged Meghan to the measure of sand, and collapsed. 
They rested there for several minutes in the dark, Alex just feeling the solid wet 
earth beneath him, Meghan not feeling anything at all. Alex didn’t let go of her. 
The only way he knew she was alive was by feeling her stomach rise and fall 
beneath his arm. 

Finally, when he was able, he called out in a hoarse voice. “Help’anyone? Is 
anyone out here?” 

No one answered. 

No one? On a beautiful evening like this? Carefully he rolled Meghan off of 
him and staggered to his feet, his legs wobbly and his arms feeling like seaweed. 
He picked up Meghan under her arms and walked backward, dragging her up the 
shore, and then when he could go no farther, he set her down gently and turned 
toward the mansion to go and find help. 

But there was no mansion there. 

There was no mansion, no trees, no water fountains, no beautiful colors. No 
happy little creatures wandering about. No brightly lit lawn to sit on. 

There was only a gray shack, sitting on a slab of broken cement. Burned- 
looking weeds grew out of the cracks. A stark wall stood in the distance, with a 
gate standing open. And strewn across the cement were the lifeless bodies of 
squirrelicorns and beavops and owlbats. 

Alex felt his head spinning. Was he hallucinating? Had he landed on the 
wrong island? He stumbled forward in the moonlight, leaving Meghan lying on 
the sand. He went past lifeless body after lifeless body, not comprehending 
anything, until he saw a familiar lump with seven and a half quiet legs, none of 
them floating about at all. A pair of vanity glasses had fallen from her snout and 
lay next to her. “Ms. Octavia?” he whispered. 


He kneeled at her side, feeling panic bubbling up inside. “Ms. Octavia!” he 
shouted in her face, but she didn’t blink or move. He touched her. Her face felt 
like cloth. Like she was some ridiculous patchwork doll. 

Alex looked up. “Florence,” he murmured. “Florence!” He got up and started 
to run toward the gray shack, where Florence stood unmoving, in full stride, as if 
she were heading for the entrance. Alex went up to her and tugged on her arm. 
“Florence!” he shouted, but by now he knew. 

Everything Mr. Today had created was dead. 

But what about the humans? 

“Mr. Today! Ms. Morning!” he screamed, his voice failing him. “Mr. 
Appleblossom! Sean? Eva? Anybody ?” 

He ran to the gate now, watching the path carefully so as not to step on any 
platyprots or other creatures. “Tina,” he whispered, not even bothering to yell 
anymore. The three girrinos were giant heaps in the dark. From somewhere 
beyond the gate he could hear voices’angry ones’and the sound of weapons 
clashing. He ran into Quill, encouraged to have heard some hint of life. But then 
out of the shadows someone strong reached out and grabbed Alex, clamped a 
hand over his mouth, and pushed him up against the wall. 





To the Next Frontier 


Nia couldn’t stop the heart palpitations that apparently came packaged with 


the honor of killing the great mage of Artimé. When everyone had left the room, 
he sank weakly to High Priest Haluki’s desk chair and mopped his face with his 
hands. He rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath. 

It didn’t matter that it had been pure luck. An accidental ambush. A surprise 
attack from both perspectives. It didn’t matter that he was young and rash and 
quick, and that the old man wasn’t willing’or intelligent enough’to kill on first 
draw. This wasn’t some planned duel where each had the advantage of fairness. 
This was the enemy, without warning, entering Aaron’s own private quarters. 
Or, at least this place felt like Aaron’s home now. It was self-defense. 

Then why did he feel like he had cheated somehow? He thought briefly of his 
brother, and how this would hurt him. Aaron was surprised to feel little 
satisfaction from this. Perhaps because the battle was not nearly over. The 
mage’s death may well get him the chaos he wanted in Artimé, which would 
surely bring the Necessaries back home, but Aaron was no closer to the throne. 
Or perhaps it was because Aaron had felt this same pain that Alex would soon 
know. He scowled and banished the pity from his mind. His brother deserved so 
much more pain than this. It was just the beginning. 

Aaron turned and looked through the open closet door. It was empty, though 
Aaron knew there had been a giant glass tube in there a short time ago. Where 
had it gone? It was too much for Aaron’s mind to grasp. But one thing was clear. 
The glass tube had been a passageway to Artimé. And since it was here in 
Haluki’s home, there was no doubt that the new high priest knew exactly how it 
worked. All Aaron cared about right now was that High Priest Haluki didn’t 
know it was gone. 

When Liam Healy stepped into the office, Aaron looked up. His team needed 
direction. This was his moment to get it right. 

“Ts the woman securely imprisoned?” Aaron asked. 

“Yes.” 


Aaron nodded and looked over at Mr. Today. He still couldn’t believe he’d 
killed the man. Aaron felt numb, not powerful. “Take the body to the Ancients 
Sector and bury it yourself.” 

“Just me?” 

“Yes. I need the others. We have to take over Quill now while we’ve got the 
chance.” 

Liam hesitated. When Aaron gave him a sharp look, he went over to the body 
and tentatively picked it up, hoisting it over his shoulder. 

Aaron couldn’t look at the mage. He chided himself for the weakness, but he 
told himself that he had other things to do besides wasting time staring at dead 
people. As Liam walked to the door Aaron stood up. “Wait,” he said. 

Liam stopped and looked back at Aaron. 

“Give me the old geezer’s robe. It’ll be our . . . reward.” He hesitated. 
“Perhaps we’ll cut it up and make ridiculous flags from it in memory of this 
day.” His eyes shifted, anxious to avoid the body. 

Liam laughed hollowly and obliged. When Liam finally left the Haluki house 
in the thick of darkness, Aaron took the colorful robe, folded it into a neat 
square, and placed it solemnly on the corner of the desk. 


DYKK 


“We’ve a slight change of plans,’ Aaron said, addressing the two allies that 
remained, Bethesda and Crawledge. “Eva and the others have started their secret 
mission to Artimé now. They are too far away to fetch. However, the 
opportunity is ripe to seize the palace. No doubt Haluki was planning on Today’s 
visit. When he doesn’t arrive, Haluki will come looking for him. And we will be 
lying in wait.” 


DYKK 


While Aaron plotted against Haluki, Haluki went in search of Matilda to find out 
why his friend Marcus had not yet arrived for the peace meeting. When he found 
her crouching on a windowsill, she was uncharacteristically unresponsive. It was 
almost as if she’d never been alive at all. 

He glanced out the window, down the long driveway. “Guards,” he said 
quietly, and immediately his four guards appeared. “Take a vehicle to Artimé 
and see if anything is amiss. Go swiftly, now.” 





The Cissh 


Aue his mouth covered and his back against the wall, kicked with all his might, 


but his foot was anticipated and blocked by his captor. 

“Alex, stop. It’s me. Stay quiet!” 

Alex’s eyes widened but that didn’t help him see. It was black as pitch in the 
shadow of the wall. He didn’t know who “me” was and he wasn’t going to trust 
anybody until he found out. He struggled again, and tried biting the hand that 
covered his mouth and pressed painfully against his cut, swollen lip. When that 
didn’t work, he stuck his tongue out and licked the hand. It did the trick, and at 
last Alex’s mouth was free. 

“Ew, sick!” the voice said. “What the’?” 

Alex could hear the person furiously wiping his hand on his pants. “Who... 
wait. Sean? Is that you?” 

“Yes, you dolt. Gak. That was disgusting.” 

“Well, you didn’t have the worst end of it.” Alex spat on the ground, trying to 
get the taste of dirt and sweat out of his mouth. “Blech.” He wiped his tongue 
with his sleeve and in an instant, everything came flooding back to him. He 
gripped Sean’s arm and grew solemn. “What happened to Artimé?” 

Sean didn’t answer at first, as if he were contemplating what to say. Then he 
sighed and said, “Come on. Back into Artimé. Don’t close the gate, mind you’it 
might lock us in, and we’ve no magic at all.” 

No magic at all. 

Alex remembered how suspicious Sean had seemed over the past weeks, and 
he almost hesitated, wondering if he was being trapped. But there was something 
else Alex had to say before Sean could begin talking, no matter where Sean’s 
loyalties lay. “Sean . . . first we need to save your sister.” 

“What?” Sean’s whisper grew loud. “Where is she? Is she okay?” 

“She’s on the beach. Come on.” They ran in the moonlight, dodging bodies. 

When they reached her, Sean kneeled down and picked her up, wrapped his 


jacket around her, and cradled her in his arms. “Oh, Meggy . . .” He looked 
around helplessly. “There’s no hospital wing, no nurses around . . . Everyone 
who could move took off, and most of them have been fighting since the attack.” 
He touched the metal thorn necklace, a look of horror on his face. “I can’t even 
believe this.” 

Alex squinched his eyes shut. “The attack?” he said in a hollow voice. 

“Yes.” 

It was almost as if those words were enough to answer all the questions that 
were swimming around in Alex’s head, unable to form complete sentences. 
Everything around him made absolutely no sense’and he didn’t even want to 
make sense of it. Because that would mean admitting the truth of what Alex was 
already quite sure. 

The two young men stood together on the beach with an unresponsive sister 
and best friend, the waves crashing on the shore as if the whole sea were at war 
with itself. And both quite nearly wished to be swallowed up in it rather than 
face the insurmountable truths before them. 

Wearily they sat down and took turns filling each other in. 

“Simber and I went after them, and found the boat at the island,” Alex said. 

“There’s a group in Quill called the Restorers,” Sean said. 

“Samheed and Lani are still . . . out there. Somewhere.” 

“Your brother, Aaron, is in charge, and he’s been building his followers.” 

“We had to leave them’ to try and save Meg, and then’” 

“Mr. Today went to his peace meeting, and the next thing we knew, Artimé 
was gone and the Restorers had managed to open the gate. The girrinos went 
down when Artimé did. The Restorers stormed us in all the confusion and our 
spells wouldn’t work. .. .” 

“Out of nowhere the boat died, and then Simber . . .” Alex choked and 
couldn’t go on as he remembered the cheetah’s frozen descent, and the crash into 
the water. He demonstrated Simber’s ride into the water with his hand. “He’s out 
there. Somewhere at the bottom of the ocean.” A cough-sob escaped, and he 
cursed himself. If he lost it now, he’d never get through this. 

It was quiet for a moment. Alex looked at Sean, and even in the small light 
from the sky, he could tell they needed to address one last thing. 

Alex bit his lip, accidentally reopening the cut and feeling the sting. He tasted 
blood, and it made him queasy. “Is Mr. Today . . . gone?” He couldn’t say 
“dead.” 

Sean looked out over the water. His jaw quivered and he broke down, 
shielding his face with his hand. It took him several minutes to contain himself, 
and then he choked out, “He has to be. For this to have happened’” Sean waved 


his hand around. “There’s no other explanation.” Sean couldn’t hold in his 
sorrow. He looked at Meghan’s pale face. “It’s all such a disaster.” 

Alex was numb. “What about Ms. Morning?” 

“She went with Mr. Today. And she’s not here. I suspect she’s dead too.” 

The blood tasted like metal in his mouth. Alex couldn’t comprehend 
anything. He felt like he was going to faint. Finally he whispered, “What are we 
going to do?” 





The Throne 


High Priest Haluki checked his timepiece and looked out the window again. All 


was quiet. But where was Marcus? And where were the guards? He called out to 
his chef, who was cleaning up the kitchen, “I’m going for a walk down to the 
house.” 

“Yes sir,” the chef said. 

The high priest slipped outside as he sometimes did after dark to enjoy the 
coolness of the evening. If it were light out, he’d be able to see the roof of his 
house from here. It wasn’t far. 

He hadn’t been back since his move to the palace; Marcus had always made 
the trip to see him, as was the mage’s preference. And while there hadn’t been 
any violence in Quill since he took over, he picked his way carefully down the 
driveway toward the palace gate, looking left and right. Everything seemed 
perfectly normal. 

He opened the gate, nodded to the guards that stood there. 

“Shall we accompany you, sir?” one said. 

“No thank you, Frederick.” He didn’t want to be that kind of high priest. “I’m 
just going down to the house. If Marcus Today comes to call, ask him to wait 
inside. I won’t be long.” 

“We shall do just that, sir.” 

“Thank you.” The high priest continued down the slight hill for several 
minutes, trying not to notice the heavy stench of garbage in the air. He wished 
for a light breeze, and perhaps there was one, but the walls stopped it from 
permeating their land. He would have to fix that one of these days. Tear the 
walls down. Ah, but that was a job for another day, once the Wanteds had quite 
gotten used to manual labor. 


When he reached his home, he went up the steps and pulled a small key from 
his pocket, unlocked the front door, and then went in. 

It was dark and stuffy inside, the house having been shut up for months. It felt 
smaller than he remembered. He turned down the hallway to his office. All was 
as it had been when he left it’his desk empty, the chair just so. He reached for 
the closet doorknob and pulled it open to get to the tube that would take him to 
Marcus’s office. 

Without a sound Aaron Stowe reached out, grabbed Haluki by the neck, and 
put him in a choke hold. Crawledge Prize captured the surprised high priest’s 
wrists, wrenching them behind his back and tying a long, thin rope around them, 
and then he did the same around his ankles. Bethesda Dia Gloria shoved a towel 
in Haluki’s mouth, but it wasn’t necessary. He had already passed out from 
Aaron’s grip. 

The three hoisted his body into the closet, then nailed the doors shut. 

“Well done, everyone,” Aaron said in a low voice, breathing hard. “We are 
working together quite well now, aren’t we?” 

Then, from the back door, a sound. Aaron grabbed a pistol and stealthily 
slipped down the hallway to the kitchen. When he saw who it was, he put his 
gun down. Liam and Eva entered together, talking softly. Eva had a stricken look 
on her face when she turned to Aaron. “You killed Marcus?” 

Aaron smiled now. “Indeed,” he said. “Liam’s just been out to bury him.” He 
watched her face. “Disappointed?” 

Eva just stared at him. “Yes,” she said. “I was so looking forward to doing it.” 
But she didn’t sound very convincing. 

Liam interrupted. “What about the high priest? I saw him enter. We heard the 
pounding and waited before we came in.” 

“You were wise to wait. Haluki is in our possession. He’s a bit tied up,” 
Aaron said. No one laughed. 

Just then Dred Crandall burst through the back door, breathing hard. “There’s 
a major fight going on in the street with the Unwanteds,” he said, gasping. 
“Down by their gate. All of Artimé has disappeared and there are bodies 
everywhere! Several of our Restorers are down and so are many of theirs.” 

Aaron grew alarmed. “What? What were you doing down there tonight?” 

“We attacked at your command, sir!” 

Aaron stared at him. And then, slowly, he turned and looked at the frozen Eva 
Fathom. She shook her head as if she didn’t understand a word Dred was saying. 

In the pantry, Claire Morning’s eyes opened wider at every revelation. Artimé 
gone? Bodies everywhere? Gunnar captured, her father buried . . . She stared at 
the dark shelf above her, not seeing it, and worked at the ropes around her wrists 


until her arms burned and her fingers bled. 





The Weight of the World 


aan picked up the sleeve of his jacket, which was still wrapped around Meghan, 


and wiped his eyes with it. He looked at Alex. “It’s up to you, man. You’ve got 
to fix this.” 

Alex’s throat ached. He couldn’t fathom it. “I can’t,” he whispered. “I don’t 
know how. He never taught me all of that.” 

Sean turned and faced Alex. “He’s told you a lot more than anyone else 
here,” he said. “You’re the only one who can do it.” 

Alex shook his head. “No. You don’t get it. It was just supposed to be for a 
few days. I can’t even wrap my mind around this.” He looked at Meghan. “We 
need to worry about her. And Sam and Lani... Simber . . .” Mr. Today is dead. 
Mr. Today is dead. Dead. “And find . . . everybody else.” 

“Oh! Blast it.” Sean’s face turned to panic. “Speaking of everybody else, I 
have to go. They’re still out there fighting. I have to get back and help.” It was as 
though he’d just realized the entire world hadn’t stopped when he found Alex 
and saw his sister. He struggled to his feet, still carrying her. “Get up,” he said to 
Alex, an anxious tone in his voice. “This isn’t over. But you’you need to stay 
here. And stay hidden. If you die, we have no chance at all. Here, take Meghan.” 

Alex scrambled up on weak legs and Sean placed his sister into Alex’s arms. 

“Go hide in the shack. Bolt the door. Try to find something to eat and get 
some rest’you look .. . wow. You look terrible.” 

Alex watched, slack-jawed and completely overwhelmed, as Sean turned and 
ran, jumping over the creatures that littered the lawn. Carrying Meghan, he 
picked his way carefully to the gray shack, struggling in the dark and unsure of 
his footing, exhausted from his ordeal. 

When he reached the shack, his arms were trembling. He pushed the door 
open and stumbled in, straining to see in the shadows. He’d never been in here 
before. Not as a shack’only in its mansion form. He peered around the darkness 


and saw some furniture-like blobs. He staggered over and laid Meghan on a 
couch, then caught the back of it with his hand to steady himself and stop the 
black spots that swam before his eyes, like one of the paintings in Mr. Today’s 
office. Mr. Today is dead, he thought once again. He’s dead. The man who saved 
us all... is dead. But it just wasn’t registering. He sucked in a deep breath and 
let it out. Then another, slower, until the spots went away. He thought about 
what Sean said, about eating something, and realized that might really be part of 
his problem. He hadn’t eaten a thing since lunch. 

And then he heard the creak of a door opening. 

He whirled around and searched the dark room without success. “Who’s 
there!” he said. “I have a weapon and I will kill you.” 

He sidestepped into the familiarly shaped kitchen’ familiar to Quill homes, not 
to the mansion’ wondering how on earth there were no lights here, and then he 
remembered how things used to be. He reached into the kitchen drawer and 
pulled out the required candles and flint. He lit one, only a little bit rusty at using 
the flint after not having had to light a candle in well over a year. It flared up, 
and the chicken-grease-soaked string stayed lit. Alex held it in front of him. 
“Who’s there?” he said again. He walked toward the bedroom and pushed the 
door open. 

Inside, the light reflected on two sets of orange eyes. 

Alex gasped. Their beds had disappeared along with all of the other lovely 
things from the mansion, though it was clear Mr. Today had had some kitchen 
goods and furniture in this shack for the purpose of the governors’ visits. Now 
there was merely a small single bed that looked quite precarious. The two 
huddled instead on the floor, looking terribly harmless. Was it really just earlier 
today that the girl had spit in his face? 

“Sheesh,” he said, when he could breathe properly again. “You scared me. I’d 
forgotten about you guys.” He took a few steps closer and got down on his 
haunches. “What a time to wake up, little boy. Don’t be scared,” he said. “I 
won’t hurt you. I was, um, just lying about the weapon.” He didn’t know if they 
understood him. “But don’t tell anyone,” he added. “Get it? Heh.” It was a 
terrible joke, he knew, and totally inappropriate. But he wasn’t exactly thinking 
properly at the moment. 

The eyes moved, and as he leaned forward he could see the outlines of their 
bodies. Their neck bands glinted in the candlelight. The two drew back against 
the wall, so Alex stood again and backed up a few steps. 

“Okay, guys, look. This is crazy. You don’t trust me. I don’t want to get spit 
on again. But I want you to know that I don’t plan to hurt you, not ever, and you 
can leave anytime you want. Your raft is .. . probably outside somewhere.” He 


scratched his head. “How about this: I’ll stay over here in the living room with 
Meghan,” he said, “and you two just do whatever you want. You’re really the 
least of my worries right now.” Alex fought off a violent yawn. “Though it 
would be really nice if you’d tell me what’s up with the thornaments.” He 
laughed a little at coining the phrase and realized he was growing delirious with 
exhaustion. “Just . . . don’t kill me, all right? I’m sort of valuable right now, it 
seems.” 

He looked at the door, remembering Sean’s suggestion to lock it. Sighing 
deeply, he pulled a rickety chair to the door and wedged it under the knob, 
securing them in for the night. Then he ruammaged through the kitchen cabinets 
for water and brought some over to Meghan, trying to rouse her, but unable to do 
so. He dripped a bit into her mouth to moisten it, drank some himself, and left 
the rest on the counter for the Silents. Then he collapsed in a softish chair 
nearby, too tired to scrounge around for something to eat, and fell asleep. 


DYKK 


When he awoke, it was a bright new day. But everything came flooding back too 
fast. Meghan was still unconscious, Sam and Lani were still missing, Simber 
was still at the bottom of the ocean, and Mr. Today was still dead. 

Alex sat up, disheveled. He looked at his best friend, who hadn’t moved, and 
felt completely lost without his other friends. He wandered all around the little 
gray shack, looking at the meager, colorless furnishings and focusing his gaze 
out the windows at the bodies strewn about. His eyes landed on the footpath, 
where Jim the winged tortoise had fallen, probably just like Simber’without 
warning. 

Alex leaned against a window, buried his face in his hands, and realized two 
things: 

There was no cure for this pain. 

And his life would never be the same again. 





In the Middle of the Night 


iF the middle of the night Sean Ranger had found Eva Fathom lurking on the 


outskirts of the fighting. She seemed relieved to see him, though he was never 
quite sure if she was faking it. She pulled him aside. 

They walked together a few steps, and then Eva whispered, “Aaron killed 
Marcus and he’s holding Haluki hostage’they’re in Haluki’s governor’s house.” 
Her voice was urgent. “He’s planning his takeover of the palace. He has 
weapons and guards.” 

“What about Ms. Morning?” 

“T haven’t seen her.” 

Sean let out a held breath. “Where could she be?” 

Eva shook her head. “No idea. Who is down among the Artiméans?” 

“Alex’s friends Samheed and Lani’Haluki’s daughter’are missing, unrelated 
to this conflict. Several of our older Unwanteds have been slain . . . and Mrs. 
Haluki is seriously injured. I’m afraid she won’t make it’not without magic. And 
then there’s my sister . . .” Sean squeezed his eyes shut and massaged his lids 
with his fingers. It felt like his eyes were filled with sand. There was so much 
wrong, it was almost beyond measure. 

Eva squeezed Sean’s arm. “I’m sorry for you,” she said. “Everything has 
gone horribly wrong. I never expected . . . this. We just need to press on.” She 
hesitated, and asked, “What about Alex?” 

“He’s okay, as far as I know,” Sean said. “Can you get word to Haluki about 
his wife and Lani somehow?” 

Eva pressed her lips together, thinking hard. “I’m not sure Aaron trusts me 
enough at the moment to let me in. But Pll try.” She turned to go, and then 
looked back. “I heard there’s nothing left of Artimé . . . ,” she said, trailing off 
with the hint of a question in her voice. 

“There’s the gray shack. Not much else, though.” 

“My daughter, Carina... ?” 

“Still fighting.” 


Eva turned again and nodded, nothing else to say, and began walking. 
Exhausted from running back and forth, she limped through the shadows back to 
Haluki’s house once more, hoping rest was somehow in her near future. 


DYKK 


As the clash in Quill between Aaron’s Restorers and Artimé’s spell-less 
Unwanteds lost steam overnight, the injured finally limped home, dragging or 
carrying their fallen with them, while the strong fought on. 

Most of the Necessaries who had made Artimé home over the recent months 
witnessed what had become of Artimé, and now watched the Unwanteds fall. 
Sadly, it wasn’t hard for them to turn their loyalties again. They avoided the 
fighting and went back to their homes in Quill, frightened of being punished, but 
having nowhere else to go. All of them were more than willing to do whatever it 
took to allow them to stay in Quill. 

Aaron had lost seven Restorers so far in the skirmish. Artimé lost more than 
thirty. Without magic, Artimé was woefully unprepared in the way of weapons. 
The night wore on with no relief, both sides seemingly fighting without any real 
leader present. Finally, when Gondoleery had lost two of her strongest fighters 
and several of her weapons, and Mr. Appleblossom could stand it all no more, 
they came together and called for a truce. Most of the Restorers wondered 
bitterly where Aaron Stowe had been all this time. And most of Artimé had the 
sinking suspicion that they had lost a lot more than just magic and some fighters. 


DYKK 


Eva made her way to Haluki’s house once again. At the door she reported to 
Aaron that Mrs. Haluki was barely clinging to life and that Lani was missing. 
She hoped that the information would gain her some more credibility with 
Aaron’she needed to be on his good side again. And it worked, at least for now. 
He let her in. 

When the palace guards knocked on Haluki’s front door a few hours before 
dawn, concerned and looking for their high priest, Gunnar answered it. 

“T’m fine’thank you for checking in with me,” he told them as Aaron, hidden, 
trained the pistol at his head. “I have a family emergency and some things to 
take care of here. But I’ve appointed an associate high priest’you know him. 
Aaron Stowe, former assistant secretary to the High Priest Justine.” 

The guards glanced at each other uneasily. 

But Gunnar continued with an air of authority. “He’ll be moving into the 
palace and will be running things for me from there. Please show him your 
utmost loyalty. And prepare an announcement to be delivered to all of Quill at 


daybreak. The entire community must meet at the amphitheater at noon.” 

The guards looked puzzled, but it was not their place to question the high 
priest. 

“Hurry along now,” Haluki said. “That’s a lot to do before morning.” 

“Whatever pleases the high priest,” they murmured. Frederick, the gate guard, 
gave one last glance over his shoulder as they walked away. Gunnar, sweat 
pouring down his neck, merely waved them onward. And then he closed the 
door and turned to his captor. 

“What about my son Henry?” he asked Aaron. His eyes flitted to Eva Fathom, 
who had emerged from her hiding place in the hallway, and he raised an 
eyebrow in surprise. She shook her head the slightest bit. 

Aaron kept the pistol pointed at the high priest, but turned to look at Eva. 
“Have you seen the Haluki boy?” 

“No,” she said. She’d passed many of the injured as she traveled back and 
forth, and the boy had definitely not been among them. But she wasn’t about to 
say anything about that now. She had another agenda. 

“T thought I saw Claire Morning out there fighting,” she said carefully. 

Aaron Stowe laughed. “I doubt that.” 

A noise came from the kitchen, like somebody dropping a box or bumping 
against a door. Liam shot a look of alarm at Aaron, which Eva noticed. Aha, she 
thought. Aloud she said, “I’m sure you’re right. It was dark, and we both know 
my eyes aren’t as good as they used to be. Is she dead, then?” She wondered if 
Aaron would lie to her. 

Aaron hesitated. “Enough,” he said, changing the subject. “Haluki, if you 
keep playing your part this well, you will live. Perhaps even long enough to keep 
your son from being an orphan, now that your wife isn’t long for this world.” 
His voice was so cold, he cringed at his own words. 

Haluki stared at Aaron, giving him no indication of how Aaron’s declaration 
shocked or hurt him. “I will follow your wishes for the sake of my family,” he 
said with utmost dignity. And then, unable to contain himself, he added, “Aaron, 
you truly have some redeeming qualities, but they are growing more invisible at 
each passing day.” 

Aaron glared at him, his face growing hot. “Tie him back up,” he said to 
Liam. 

Haluki ventured further. “There is a natural path to success, Aaron. But 
you’re too angry and bitter to follow it.” He held his arms obediently behind his 
back for Liam. “You just flail around stubbornly in the brush alongside it, angry 
with the world for not making the path exactly where you wish to walk.” 

Aaron, unsure what the high priest was talking about, felt his mouth twitch 


and his breath quicken. “Gag him!” he said to Liam. He put the gun down on the 
table and stormed out the back door, not caring now who saw or heard him. 

He took a deep breath of the rank night air and coughed, and then he 
determined that getting the Necessaries back to cleaning would be his first act 
now that he was in charge of Quill. That’s right’he was in charge of Quill! Not 
Haluki! And Associate High Priest Aaron Stowe didn’t need some stupid former 
high priest telling him how to act, as if he were a child. 





A New Day 


Mex heard a soft tapping noise. When he looked up at the window next to the 


door, he saw a face staring back at him. He tumed quickly, knocking over a 
small side table and sending it clattering to the floor, and hurried to the door, 
shoving the chair out of the way and opening it wide. 

“Henry,” he said. He was glad to see the boy. But then his heart fell, knowing 
he’d have to tell Henry that his sister, Lani, was missing. 

Henry came inside, a strange look on his face. “My mother is dead,” he said. 

Alex gripped the door handle. “What?” 

“She died,” he said. “I can’t really .. . you know. Can’t believe it. She was 
fighting for Artimé. She’s a hero.” He shook his head. “That’s what my dad 
would say. That’s what the nurses said too.” 

“T’m so sorry,” Alex murmured. 

Henry looked around, a dazed expression on his face. “I’m really seriously so 
thirsty, Alex. There’s no water anywhere. It’s so hot here now. .. .” 

Alex, taken aback by Henry’s strange reaction, worried that the boy was in 
shock, or dehydrated, or a perhaps both. Quickly he closed the door and urged 
Henry toward the kitchen. The jug on the counter was empty. He scrounged 
around in the pantry and realized there were several more jugs of water in there. 
He puzzled over them at first, wondering why Mr. Today would have so many 
here in this shack, but then he guessed that Mr. Today must have gotten a large 
supply of water every time the governors came, so that no one had to cart it all 
the way out to the Death Farm each week. Mr. Today had no use for it after he 
transformed the world again once the governors left, so clearly he stored it. It 
was a relief to see it. 

Alex opened a jug and poured Henry a glass. He watched Henry slam it down 
and he filled the glass again, not really knowing how to hold all the grim news. 
“Tm... Tm really sorry about your mother,” he said finally, and his chest ached 
as he wished he didn’t have to tell Henry about Lani. Alex felt like he needed a 


second body to hold all of the extra sorrow. “Are you sad?” 

“Yeah. But everything is so sad, you know? Mostly it just feels weird.” Henry 
gulped his second glass of water down, a little slower this time, and caught his 
breath before continuing. “Before she died she told me that she wanted to fight 
for Artimé even though it’s all gone, because she knew that you would be able to 
fix things.” 

“Oh,” Alex said. “Oh . . . wow.” He didn’t know what else to say. He ripped 
his fingers through his tangled hair. “Buddy, I don’t know... .” 

Henry looked at Alex. “Where’s Lani? I thought she’d be with you and 
Meghan. Hey, Meghan,” he said, looking over at her. He waved. 

Alex turned sharply. His eyes widened. “Meg,” he breathed. He rushed over 
to her. “You’re awake.” He grabbed her hand and held it, held her gaze. Her 
eyes flooded. “Don’t be sad,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’ll fix you. I promise.” 

She nodded her head, touched the spikes around her neck, and mouthed, “I 
can’t speak.” 

“I know. Here, can you drink some water? Henry, grab that glass of water and 
bring it over.” Gently he hoisted Meghan up and took the glass that Henry 
brought. He put it to her lips and she swallowed, wincing, but she drank it all. 

“Phew,” he said. “Okay, good. That’s one good thing. No, two. We’re on a 
roll,” Alex said, looking at Henry. “You guys are both alive. Finally some good 
news.” 

Meghan gave Alex a quizzical look. 

Alex hesitated, but he knew Meghan was wondering where on earth they 
were. So he gave both Henry and Meghan the full story as he knew it, leaving 
out nothing. He didn’t notice that the two Silents, as he’d begun calling them, 
had come out of the bedroom to listen as well. 

When Alex finished, Henry was as quiet as the others. He looked up at Alex 
with solemn eyes’the same blue as Lani’s. “So you have kind of a lot of things to 
fix,” Henry said. 

The overwhelming feeling took hold of Alex again. He stood up quickly, 
startling the Silents, and walked over to the window that faced the gate, letting 
his forehead rest against the glass. His breath steamed it up, and after staring 
through the fog it made, he wiped it all away with his sleeve. There was no way 
Alex could do all the things people were expecting him to do. 

Fix Artimé? How? Mr. Today hadn’t told him this could happen. He probably 
didn’t even know it was possible, or surely he would have prepared him. All of 
those books in the Museum of Large’and an extra set of copies, even, for the 
library. .. . Mr. Today had been sure to make it possible to solve any problem, 
even though his organizing system left something to be desired. But could Alex 


get to the books? Of course not! They were in the mansion. And the mansion 
was gone. 

He thought back to his times with Mr. Today. He remembered asking him 
how to bring creatures to life, and Mr. Today telling him no, that only his 
successor would get to know that. 

“Well, here I am,” Alex muttered. “Thanks for stupid nothing.” He glanced 
over his shoulder to see if anyone had heard him, but Henry was talking quietly 
to Meghan and examining her necklace of thorns. 

Alex surprised himself at how angry he felt toward Mr. Today. How could he 
leave him like this? How could he have done this to his world, and his people? 
The only conclusion Alex could come to was that Mr. Today couldn’t possibly 
have known that the world would end upon his death. Or maybe he was just so 
certain he wouldn’t die. 

And maybe he’d told Ms. Morning. 

A fat lot of good that did him right now. Where in the world was she when 
everything was falling apart around him? 

He stood at the window for several minutes more. Soon the previously 
embattled warriors trickled into Artimé’or whatever this place was called when 
there was nothing artful about it anymore. Do they go back to calling it the 
Death Farm? It felt that way now, anyway. Death surrounded them. 

Alex watched anxiously as people returned. He didn’t know where they 
planned to go, exactly. They could fit some people in this shack but certainly not 
more than thirty without everyone stepping on everyone else. He was just glad to 
see so many alive. He saw Carina Fathom’the one he’d made the extra-strength 
heart attack spells for. Too bad she hadn’t been able to use them. 

A few minutes later Sean Ranger came jogging through the gate. He went 
straight to the shack when he saw Alex in the window. Alex opened the door. 
“Shh,” he said. “Meghan woke up earlier’she’s just sleeping now.” 

Sean’s relief was visible. But he had other things on his mind too. He looked 
around the shack, and then he looked at Alex. “What in the world have you been 
doing all this time? Napping? Having tea?” His face was scratched and smudged 
with dirt and his arm was bleeding. “I thought you’d at least have water ready 
for your people.” 

Alex blinked. “My people? What?” 

Sean stared at him like he was an idiot. “Alex, everybody knows Mr. Today 
was training you to take over for his vacation. Come on. You need to step up and 
lead. Just because he’s dead doesn’t mean you get a mourning holiday.” 

The words dug in and pinched. Alex swallowed hard. “Um.. .” 

Sean’s green eyes flared. “Look, Alex. These people outside have been 


fighting all night without sleep. If you don’t have anything to offer them, I 
guarantee they will go back into Quill and find people who do.” He shook his 
head at Alex. “Think, man! Come on! Do you really want them leaving here and 
going back to Quill? All the Necessaries have gone already! They can’t wait to 
get back to work for your brother. They’re practically salivating to go clean up 
piles of garbage and ask for seconds, just so they can get out of this burned-out, 
wasted mess of a place.” 

Alex turned away. The words stung. But he knew Sean was right. Where was 
his head? All these people coming through the gate had lost family and friends 
too. And now it was up to him to rally them... or Aaron would win, and all 
would be doomed. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You’re right, Sean.” 

Sean’s face softened. “Okay. We’re all dying of thirst. That would be a good 
thing to start with. Is there any water in here at all?” 

“Yeah, some.” Alex looked around at his meager surroundings and took a 
deep breath. “Give me a few minutes to come up with a plan.” 

Sean nodded. He punched Alex in the arm. “That’s the way. I can hold them 
off that long.” He turned and went back outside, calling people to line up and 
organize into rows. Alex watched him almost naturally, fluidly, taking over for 
Claire and Florence. 

And now Alex had to take over for Mr. Today. 

He turned when he heard a noise. In the kitchen, the female Silent was 
struggling to pull water jugs out of the pantry cupboard. She was still a bit weak, 
but she was doing well, all things considered. 

Alex caught her glance and reached to take the jug. “Thank you,” he said 
softly, not wanting to scare her. Her strange golden-orange eyes reminded him of 
the way the sun set over the silent Warbler Island and shimmered on the water. 
Then he cocked his head to the side and realized what she was doing. “Can 
you... understand me? Us?” 

She hesitated, and then looked away and pulled out another jug of water. 
When she set it on the counter in front of Alex, she bit her lip and nodded. 

Alex stared. 

Sean pounded on the window and held up four fingers. Alex nodded to Sean 
and then flashed a quick grin at the girl. She could understand them! That 
offered him a small ray of hope. She hid her face and grabbed another jug. 

Energized, Alex called to Henry. “Hey, little buddy, I need your help.” 

Henry patted Meghan on the shoulder comfortingly, and a moment later he 
was by Alex’s side. Alex handed him two jugs of water, grabbed four jugs for 
himself, and pulled the door open with his foot. He held the water up in the air. 
A murmur of hope rippled through the haggard ranks of Unwanteds’ at least they 


had water. For now. 





May Quill Prevail 


Oie the palace guards had left, Aaron and his team took turns sleeping and 


watching over the prisoners. By midmorning, Aaron had moved his meager book 
bag full of things into the palace and cleaned himself up, putting on his best 
clothes and topping them reverently, Justine-style, with a black cloak he found in 
a closet of the palace. He found paper and a pencil on the high priest’s desk, next 
to a strange little gargoyle statue, and went back to Haluki’s house to prepare his 
speech, making High Priest Haluki sit at his own desk to write everything as 
Aaron demanded him to. 

At eleven thirty, the high priest’s vehicle stood outside waiting for Aaron. 

The new associate high priest, looking at his reflection in the window, 
smoothed his hair down. Then he gathered his team together. “Crawledge and 
Eva will stand with me as I deliver the speech. They are both well-known and 
trusted faces in the community, and those who loved Justine will feel confident 
in their presence alongside me.” He turned. “Liam and Bethesda, you stay here 
and keep watch over the prisoners.” Then he regarded the entire small group. 
“Tve spoken with Gondoleery, and we believe it’s best to keep her and the rest 
of the Restorers out of sight for now. But they will act as eyes and ears, and 
report back to me the reaction to these interesting events.” 

“What about the governors?” Liam asked. “Are they in support of this?” 

“Haluki dismissed them weeks ago. No wonder it’s been dead as the Ancients 
Sector around here’they’re all sulking in their houses. Which means their 
support or opposition simply doesn’t matter,” Aaron said. “There’s no law 
against the high priest appointing a new role. And associate high priest trumps 
governor.” He tilted his head and shrugged. He’d once aspired to be senior 
governor. Now he’d surpassed that goal. “So there you go. I’ve got it all’on 


paper, even.” 

Their eyes perked up at this. Only a few select people in Quill were allowed 
to write things down. Teachers, mostly, and the governors and high priest, of 
course. “That’s pretty clever,” Liam said. 

Aaron didn’t reply. He thought the comment stood alone just fine. He glanced 
at Eva Fathom to see if she was going to give him any trouble. 

She wasn’t, and instead smiled at him. “Shall we go, then? If we leave now, 
we'll be just a few moments late. That’s what the High Priest Justine always 
preferred.” 

Aaron nodded. His stomach stirred as the others wished him well, and before 
he knew it, they were on their way to the amphitheater. 


DYKK 


Aaron Stowe, the new self-appointed associate high priest of Quill, looked at the 
crowd standing in the hot sunshine. They were quiet as always. His parents stood 
in the same spot where he and Alex had stood with them at their Purge. A year 
and a half had passed since then. It seemed like forever. Mr. and Mrs. Stowe 
stood alone now. Aaron squinted. His mother was obviously very pregnant. He 
hadn’t known. Not that he cared about such trivial things’it would be seven or 
eight years before the baby would be of any use. It could easily die by then. He 
frowned and shook the thought away. 

Aaron turned his musings back to the past several months, from his ousting at 
university to his building up of the Restorers to his killing of the mage of 
Artimé. It was an incredible journey’ if only Justine could see him now. His hard 
work and vision had paid off, not to mention his cunning. No one here needed to 
know how he’d done it. Just that he’d done it. He focused on the complacent 
faces before him, cleared his throat, and spoke. 

“Greetings, people of Quill. I am Aaron Stowe, newly appointed associate 
high priest.” His words carried beautifully in the amphitheater, and he sounded 
noble and ominous’two very important traits of a leader. 

He continued. “My friend Gunnar Haluki sends his regards and regrets that he 
cannot be here at this time. Unfortunately, his wife was murdered by a gang of 
ruthless Artiméans in a street squabble last night. Even though she’d been living 
peacefully among them, they turned on her. One never knows whom one can 
trust. Does one?” 

He felt like he’d said the word “one” too many times now, and he faltered for 
a moment, but then he pulled the paper from his pocket. When the crowd 
murmured at the sight of it, his confidence returned. 

“Here is a letter from High Priest Haluki’s own hand,” he said, holding it up. 


He called forth a scholar and showed it to him, who then verified it before the 
crowd. 

Aaron cleared his throat. “The letter reads: ‘Dearest people of Quill, I am 
pleased to announce the creation of the associate high priest position, allowing a 
second ruler equal power over Quill. I am proud to fill this appointment with a 
capable young man’someone whom the High Priest Justine held in high esteem, 
and someone I hold great respect for as well. I have worked with him 
extensively and have the utmost confidence in his ability to lead Quill while I am 
unable to carry out my duties during this unfortunate time. 

“< To avoid punishment, you will give Associate High Priest Aaron your 
dedication from this moment forward until further notice. I am certain that with 
your unquestioning support he will lead you to the pinnacle of the world in 
strength and intelligence. 

Very sincerely yours, 

High Priest Gunnar Haluki.’ ” 

“Quill prevails when the strong survive,” said the crowd in monotone unison, 
almost as if they approved of Mrs. Haluki’s death. There was no backlash, no 
surprised faces, no shock or horror. 

Aaron folded the paper and placed it into his pocket, satisfaction warming 
him from the inside to match the outside heat of the day. It had gone as smoothly 
as he could have possibly imagined. 

“Now,” he said, “my first declaration as associate high priest is regarding all 
Necessaries who have realized their heinous mistakes and have returned home 
from the disaster called Artimé.” He paused to see how many people shifted eyes 
and shuffled feet. It was a large number. “You will have a chance to redeem 
yourselves. Report to me at the palace gate at daybreak tomorrow, ready to 
work, and I will grant you the right to live here once again.” He could almost 
feel the relief flooding over the crowd, and he knew he had won many points 
from both Wanteds and Necessaries alike. 

“And,” he continued, “for every Unwanted of Artimé whom any of you 
recruits to Quill’s quest to be world pinnacle, I offer you a bonus food item of 
your choice once per month. And you will continue to receive this benefit for as 
long as that Unwanted works his hardest for the greater good of Quill’and does 
not reproduce. That could be months of extra food on your table, or even years.” 

The crowd’s silence was different this time. No longer did they wear the 
bland looks of sleeping fish on their faces. Now they stood straighter, their eyes 
opened wider. Never before had they been given an incentive for anything. 
Never had they been granted a choice in things to eat. A small murmur buzzed 
through the crowd of Quillens, especially from those who had lived in Artimé 


and had relaxed their stiff personalities a bit over time. Those Necessaries began 
to think of all the possible Unwanteds they could convince to come to Quill, now 
that Artimé was a mess. And though these Necessaries weren’t nearly as hungry 
right now as the ones who’d stayed in Quill, they had been back in Quill several 
hours now’ long enough to have heard the rumors and whispers about life under 
Haluki’s rule. 

To them it almost felt like this new leader was going to share some of the 
wealth .. . not just with the Wanteds, but with the Necessaries who were willing 
to work for it. And that was unheard of. 

Aaron didn’t fear their reaction. He allowed the murmur of the crowd to build 
and settle again on its own. He smiled a rare smile at them, and they seemed to 
move toward him just slightly, as if they wanted to hear more. 

That was precisely how Aaron wanted to leave them. 


DYKK 


Back in the Haluki home, with Haluki closeted and Bethesda nodding off to 
sleep, Liam Healy, hands shaking in light of what he was about to do, quietly 
opened the pantry door and knelt down. He removed Claire’s gag and held a cup 
of water to her mouth. Weak, she didn’t argue. She drank it down. 

He replaced the gag, looser this time, closed the door, and locked it again just 
as Bethesda stirred and looked up. “Everything all right?” she asked, smacking 
her lips together in a disgusting sort of way. 

“Same as always,” Liam said as calmly as he could, his heart in his throat. 

She yawned and laid her head on the table to sleep again. 

Inside the closet, for the first time since she’d entered the house, Claire 
Morning felt the faintest glimmer of hope. 

Two rooms away, Haluki mourned for his family and his dearest friend alone. 


DYKK 


On the way to the palace after the speech, Eva Fathom turned to Aaron from her 
usual spot in the high priest’s vehicle. “You were very well-received, as 
expected, Associate High Priest Aaron Stowe,” she said evenly, as the old 
Secretary might have said to Justine. 

“Quite,” Aaron said. “And we’ll be cutting the ‘Associate’ part. For 
simplicity’s sake, of course.” Secretly he was enormously pleased. “And as for 
you,” he began, turning to her with an eyebrow raised. He regarded her for a 
long moment. 

Eva froze. It brought back the memory of Justine telling her she’d be 
eliminated soon. She watched the barbed-wire shadows flying over her skin and 


felt a frightening sense of déja vu. “Yes,” she said. 

“T promised you that your loyalty would be rewarded with getting your old 
job back.” 

“I remember,” Eva said. She waited in deepest dread for him to say, 
“But...” 

But he didn’t. Instead he said evenly, “I’d like to take you on as my secretary 
if you are willing.” 

Eva felt a flood of relief build up inside of her, aching to be let out with a 
large sigh or a laugh or a whoop. Instead she answered affirmatively in the 
traditional way of Quill. “May Quill prevail with all I have in me.” 

Aaron Stowe, the Wanted’former assistant secretary to the High Priest 
Justine; former future senior governor; former outcast, conniver, and head of the 
Restorers; murderer of the highly acclaimed Mr. Marcus Today; and current not- 
really-associate high priest of Quill through despicable means’ looked out his 
window at the tops of cornstalks and coconut trees and enormous berry bushes 
of the flourishing Favored Farm as the Quillitary vehicle sputtered and chugged 
along. And he smiled. 

He had just one final visit to make today. 





Alex's Message 


He couldn’t think of a time when he’d been more nervous, except maybe at his 


Purge. Now Alex stood before the tired faces of hundreds of despondent 
Unwanteds, crammed into a small plot of cement and weeds, all the way down to 
the shoreline and spilling out the gate into Quill. All of them, filled with respect 
for the land and the fallen leaders they once served, were loyal despite the dire 
circumstances. They waited, exhausted but patient, to hear a single word of hope 
that would help them get through the day and keep them from desperate 
measures’like looking for shelter in the place that once sentenced them to death. 

As the water was passed around, each Artiméan took a few swallows, no 
more, without having to be told, everyone confident in their fellow Unwanted to 
be reasonable. Sean Ranger pulled Alex aside and gave him the latest news, 
confirming that Mrs. Haluki had indeed died as Henry reported, and that the rest 
of the injured had found secret respite in a sympathetic Necessary’s home on the 
outskirts of one of the quadrants. “And then there’s the high priest,” Sean said. 
“Aaron’s got him captured, but we’re not supposed to know that. Most of Quill 
doesn’t know that. Aaron has just declared that Haluki appointed him as some 
sort of associate high priest, with equal power.” 

Alex stared at Sean. “You’re not serious.” 

“Iam.” 

Alex stared thoughtfully at the gate, not really seeing it. “Wow.” 

“I know.” 

“Well,” Alex said, clearing his head. “I guess he’s really going after it. Pm 
pretty sure he’ll go full speed ahead and do everything he can to keep us from 
existing, then.” He was surprised at how calm he felt about it. Maybe it could be 
chalked up to knowing where Aaron was and what he was doing that gave Alex 
a bit of serenity. “How are you getting this information?” 

Sean hesitated. “I’d rather not say at this moment.” 


Alex frowned. He got an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach again. Sean 
was up to something, always sneaking into Quill and not telling Meghan what he 
was doing, but Alex didn’t have time to worry about him right now. He 
remembered what Mr. Today once said about being honest if you wish to 
prevail, so he looked Sean in the eye. “Sometimes I wonder if I can trust you.” 

Sean held his gaze. “I swear you can trust me, Alex. I swear it on Meghan’s 
life.” 

Alex regarded him for a long moment, and Sean’s gaze didn’t waver. Alex 
held out his hand and Sean took it, shaking it firmly. No further word was 
needed. With that, Alex turned to the crowd, stood on a chair that Henry had 
brought from inside, and requested silence by holding up his hands. They shook 
the slightest bit. 

Alex waited for the news to travel that he was about to speak. And without an 
amphitheater or the magic of Artimé to help his voice carry, he knew he’d have 
to take it slowly and speak as loudly as possible so everyone could hear. 

A wave of emotion rolled through him as he looked over the bruised and 
battered people. When it was quiet, he set his jaw and began. 

His voice didn’t crack. He didn’t break down. He just spoke from the heart, 
like Mr. Today would have. 

“Greetings, warriors,” he said. “You’re all so brave and loyal, just like our 
fearless leader, Marcus Today, taught us all to be. And, well, just like he was 
until . . . the end. Let’s all take a minute to remember the moment we first met 
him.” 

The Artiméans bowed their heads, remembering the day they’d been saved by 
the eccentric magician with that electric shock of white hair, who had come out 
of the gray shack to greet them and had said those fateful words: “How does it 
feel to be eliminated?” Year after year he did it the same way, always delighted 
beyond measure to save the lives of the creative and artistic, and to not only save 
them, but to make them, mold them, into amazing people. He taught them to 
think and to live and to create. To fight for what they believed, and stand up for 
their rights, and not fear the unknown. To feel love and warmth and acceptance 
after being told so often, so much, that they were useless trash, not even good 
enough to line the roadway of Quill. 

Alex embraced the numbness he felt inside him’he was thankful for it, for 
once, because it allowed him to do the job he had to do now. 

“Friends,” he said, breaking into the memories of hundreds of people. “Mr. 
Today is gone, and so is our world. We don’t have any other choice except to 
ask for one another’s help now.” He paused, scanning the crowd. “We’ve lost 
members of our families at the hands of the people of Quill, and some of our 


residents are missing. We also can’t forget our Silent visitors who, by chance or 
by fate or whatever, have joined us under some pretty weird circumstances, and 
we need to continue to treat them as family, despite our, um, momentary lack of 
lavish decor.” 

A few in the crowd nodded, and Alex caught the eye of Mr. Appleblossom, 
who touched his fist to his heart and nodded encouragingly. That gave Alex a 
surge of confidence to go on. He repeated the act back to Mr. Appleblossom, 
finishing the nonverbal rhyming couplet. 

And then he went on. “Friends, my brother, Aaron, has taken control of Quill 
and has announced his position as associate high priest, supposedly working in 
tandem with High Priest Haluki.” Alex looked down, not wanting to see the 
skeptical looks from the crowd that he expected there to be. But then he looked 
up again, knowing he needed to stand strong. “But I don’t believe he’d ever 
work side by side with anyone as good as High Priest Haluki. I admit it’s hard to 
speak badly of my brother. But I have to’I can’t think of any reason why I 
should protect him anymore. He chose his own way, and it’s the opposite of 
everything I believe in. And now PII just repeat what you already know: Aaron 
has all this evil junk in his heart, and I know he won’t stop his attacks until he 
can figure out how to take control of us. It would be his best day ever to finish 
what Justine thought she’d started with the Purge. And Unwanteds,” Alex said, 
his voice growing louder, “we can’t let that happen. We’ve got to stick together 
so we can stay strong.” He pointed at the shocking starkness of their land and 
said, “This is what Mr. Today saw when he first dreamed of Artimé. Now we 
have to begin from scratch, just like Mr. Today did’from this plot of land, this 
little gray shack’only we’re not alone. There are hundreds of us! We have each 
other, don’t we? Surely we can hold together.” 

Alex looked slowly at the silent crowd, from the edge of the water to the wall 
to the gate and beyond. “Surely we can honor our leader by building up a bigger, 
stronger Artimé’something just as grand and wonderful as he could ever 
imagine.” 

Alex had no idea how they’d do it. But he was determined to succeed or die 
trying. He knew he didn’t have much time. 

The crowd murmured. Alex felt the ownership of Mr. Today’s vision and of 
their beloved Artimé emanating from the pores of the Unwanteds that 
surrounded him. What other choice did they have but to embrace this? For most 
of them, going back to Quill couldn’t possibly be an option. Alex leaned forward 
on the chair, a most intense look on his face, fearing rejection, but forging 
ahead’it was now or never. “People of Artimé,” he shouted at the top of his 
voice, wanting everyone to hear him. “Are you with me?” 


When a rousing chorus of yeses greeted his ears, something surged inside of 
him, giving him goose bumps. He repeated it, pumping his fist. “People of 
Artimé! Are! You! With! Me!” 

This time the shout rang out, loud and clear, hundreds of voices as one. 

Alex grinned and waited for them to quiet down once again. And then he said 
earnestly, “I really want to hear it from each one of you. When I’m done, PI 
stay standing here. And I’m going to ask you, if you would, to come up here so 
that we can look one another in the eye and agree to go along together on this. 
Despite how hard it’s going to be, despite the fact that we don’t have much, 
despite that we’ve lost our leader and our friends and we’re scared to lose more. 
So, will you do this for me?” 

Another thick wave of yeses greeted him in response. 

“Okay.” Alex blew out a breath of relief. “That’s great. Thank you. When you 
come by, Pll assign you a duty so that we can begin to take care of our most 
basic needs right away’water, shelter, that kind of stuff. People of Artimé, do 
you accept that challenge?” 

“Yes!” came the reply. Each time they grew louder and louder. 

Alex paused now and waited for the crowd to settle. He had one last 
important item to discuss. 

“Finally, friends,” he said, “we need to talk about the gate. I’ve decided that 
despite the threat of attack from Quill, we need to leave our gate open for now.” 
He paused, letting the words sink in. “It was a really hard decision to make, but I 
have three reasons for making it.” 

People remained quiet, straining to hear every word. “One, because Ms. 
Morning is missing, maybe even captured, but, basically, we just don’t know 
where she is. If she’s able to escape, we’d want her to get in. Also because of our 
injured, who are camping out in the home of a very generous Necessary. She’s 
hiding them and caring for them along with our nurses. If we close the gate, we 
risk locking everyone out until we’um . . . I mean until I’can figure out how to 
restore our world. And I’m not willing to write off anybody who wants or needs 
to get back in here. 

“Two, because we need water, and frankly, there’s no other place to get it but 
Quill at the moment.” People looked at one another and nodded. 

“And three, because someone, somewhere in Quill, has a key. And we don’t 
want any one person in Quill to hold that kind of power over us.” Alex looked at 
his people and said, “Are we in agreement?” 

This time the agreement was quieter, but no less important. The truth was that 
the people of Artimé understood so much more than anyone about risk and 
safety, life and death, because of what they’d endured to this point. There was 


unity, mostly. Alex would soon find out if anyone stood against him. So far, 
everyone seemed to be willing to give Alex a chance. 

“Excellent!” Alex said, trying to sound as upbeat and as competent as 
possible. “You can always come to me with your questions any time, and I 
promise you I will be going to work immediately to get Artimé back on its feet 
once again.” He surveyed them from his height once again, and then he said 
simply, “Thanks, everyone. Thanks for your loyalty. Together we can remain 
strong’strong hearts and strong wills, right? And we’ll get through it.” He made 
a fist and touched it to his chest, as Mr. Appleblossom had done earlier, trying to 
express his deepest and sincerest loyalty to Artimé. Several repeated the motion 
in return. 

Alex stepped off the chair and soon an organized line had formed. As the 
members of Artimé approached, looked Alex in the eye, and said, “I’m with you, 
Alex,” Alex repeated the phrase back to them, “I’m with you, too.” He then 
created teams of workers. The most industrial and architecturally creative he 
appointed to clean out the shack. They needed to make as much room on the 
floors as possible, and to expand the little house by removing all the doors from 
the cupboards and rooms and making a sort of lean-to out the back door from the 
wood and paneling. 

Alex sent the stealthiest and most robust Artiméans to sneak into the 
Quillitary Sector to steal barrels of water, and to collect food from the Favored 
Farm. 

And Alex sent the most able-bodied to move the lifeless creatures out of the 
way of foot traffic, standing them against the wall or around the exterior of the 
shack like yard ornaments, so that the living could make prime use of the little 
space they had. 

As the day wore on, Alex also set up a guard schedule for the gate, and a six- 
hour sleeping rotation for the shack. Finally, he sent a team of Artiméans out to 
see if they could find the boat and physically bring it to their little plot of land 
and tie it to shore. 

It was exactly what Alex needed. Putting his mind to work and his body, 
too’it felt like he was doing something important. And indeed, he was. As he 
worked, his subconscious went to work too, trying to figure out how he was 
going to follow through on his promise to restore Artimé. 


DYKK 
It was nearly evening when someone approached him from behind and tapped 


his arm. It was the Silent girl. She’d been helping the team that cleared out the 
shack as best as she could, and she held what looked like a dollhouse sitting on a 


board. She held it out to Alex. 

He sat up and squinted, looking at it. Then he wiped his hands on his pants 
and took it from her, peering at every detail. It was a miniature replica of the 
mansion, in all its glory. “Wow, cool,” he said, lifting up the roof to peer inside 
at the hallways, staircase, and adorable miniatures of Simber and Florence at the 
front entrance. His heart clutched when he thought of the cheetah. He swallowed 
hard and said, “Where did you find this?” 

She pointed at the shack and beckoned him to come with her. Inside, she 
pointed to a cupboard under the kitchen counter. 

“Huh. No kidding,” Alex said softly. He could picture Mr. Today standing at 
this counter years ago, dreaming about his future home, making plans, creating 
this replica, and then slowly re-creating it life-size with magic, bits at a time. It 
felt like Mr. Today was right here with them, in spirit at least. Something Mr. 
Today’s hand had actually created was now in Alex’s hand. There was a good 
deal of comfort in that. 

He turned to the Silent girl and smiled, grateful she’d thought to bring it out 
to him. She must have known instinctively that it would be important, even 
though she knew so little about what was going on here’she barely knew Mr. 
Today at all, and she’d seen very little of the mansion except for the hospital 
wing where she stayed. “Thank you,” he said. He crouched down and slid the 
mansion back into place in the cupboard. 

She crouched down next to him, brought her fist to her chest, and smiled 
back. 





The Way It Is with Twins’Threedux 


Thee was something strangely fulfilling about the new High Priest Aaron’s ride 


to Artimé, knowing what a disaster was there now, and knowing he’d caused it. 
Truly a lot had happened since the last time he’d seen his brother at this gate. 

He’d managed to batten down his fleeting feelings of pity for his brother, 
though he didn’t feel entirely like gloating to him about his new position. 
Something Haluki had said kept gnawing at him, but he wasn’t sure why. 
Besides, there would be plenty of time for gloating later. 

Still, he found himself being driven here at his own request by his new 
faithful guards. Also accompanying him was his newly appointed secretary, Eva 
Fathom. He still didn’t entirely trust her, but he knew the ancient saying: Keep 
your enemies at your side to learn their every move. So this would be the perfect 
situation to put Eva in. Face-to-face with the people who trusted her in the midst 
of the mess she helped create. 

As they drew close, Aaron pulled a pistol from his cloak and laid it on his lap 
so that whatever guards were protecting Artimé could see it. He wasn’t looking 
for trouble. Not today. His Restorers needed a bit of a break. 

“What do you want?” the Artiméan guard asked when the jalopy pulled up. 

“T wish to speak with Alex Stowe. I presume someone here might know who 
that is.” Aaron didn’t mean it as a joke. 

The other guards laughed bitterly. “Apparently you don’t, though,” one of 
them muttered. It made them all the more loyal to Alex when they caught whiff 
of Aaron’s haughtiness. Who would want to follow a leader like that? 

One of the guards found Alex carrying a lifeless beavop. “Alex, your brother 
is here. He says he wants to talk to you.” 

Alex narrowed his eyes and ignored the fear that sparked in his gut. “How 
many are with him?” 

“Just his driver and another guard, and his secretary.” 

“All right,” he said. He set the beavop down and walked to the gate, greeted 
his own guards, and said to them, “Can you please tell Aaron to approach alone? 


PIl speak with him in the road. And tell him to leave his weapons behind.” 

The guards stepped back to the gate, eyeing the Quillitary vehicle 
suspiciously, ready to attack and defend their new young leader if they had to. 

Alex walked to the center of the road and clasped his hands in front of him, 
waiting. Aaron took his time getting out of the jalopy, smoothed the wrinkles in 
his cloak, and walked up to Alex. He carried a small bundle wrapped in a burlap 
peanut sack. 

Alex narrowed his eyes. “What’s that?” 

Aaron flashed a patronizing smile. “Greetings to you as well, dear brother. 
It’s been a long time.” He held out his hand in a lazy fashion like the High Priest 
Justine might have done. But Alex didn’t take it, bow over it, kiss it, or 
otherwise acknowledge it in any way. 

In fact, Alex’s deep brown eyes held none of the warmth they’d held a few 
moments earlier, inside the shack with the Silent girl. “I don’t have time for 
chitchat, Aaron. As you can see, we’re quite busy here.” 

Aaron glanced into Artimé, but his eyes didn’t linger. He seemed bored. 
“That’s why we’re giving you a bit of a reprieve to get your things together. I 
wanted to invite you and your... people... ,” he said with a sneer, “to live in 
Quill. We have several jobs available where they can earn their keep.” 

“Get out of my sight,” Alex said. “No one here wishes to be a slave to you.” 

Aaron shrugged. “That’s fine. I thought you’d appreciate the gesture. It’s a lot 
easier to get water delivered to your home than it is to steal it by the barrelful,” 
he said. 

Alex glared at him and said nothing. 

“But I’ve let your workers get away with it this time.” 

Alex didn’t waver. “Is there anything else?” 

“Just this.” Aaron held out the package. “Though with the way you’re treating 
me now, I’m hardly inclined to give it. Ah, but I’m here. And I certainly don’t 
want it.” 

Alex held the glare a moment longer, and took the package. 

“When Mr. Today died, he didn’t say a word, by the way.” 

Alex worked his jaw. He wasn’t prepared for this. He knew he was showing 
weakness, but he had to ask. “How did you kill him?” He’d been wondering, and 
no one seemed to know. 

“Oh, I didn’t kill him,” Aaron said, as if he was delighted Alex asked. “He 
died of a heart attack. Five of them, to be exact’all at once. Pity.” 

Alex’s own heart nearly stopped. He squeezed his tired, red-rimmed eyes shut 
for a moment and then opened them again. His voice was barely above a 
whisper. “You killed Mr. Today with my own spell?” 


“Oh! That was one of yours?” Aaron feigned surprise. 

Alex couldn’t believe it. “How did you get the components?” he demanded. 
“No one has access to them.” 

“Oh, ho, ho, perhaps not. But my secretary did.” 

Alex shot a glance at the vehicle. He shielded his eyes and peered in through 
the window. Looking back at him was Eva Fathom. 

His lips parted and he sucked in a little breath of recognition. And then 
everything came together. He’d given Carina Fathom twelve heart attack 
components. Eva Fathom, whom Mr. Today trusted, was working for Aaron, not 
for Artimé. All this time . .. Alex felt a huge wave of disappointment flood over 
him. He was too trusting again. When would he stop thinking the best of people? 

Eva caught Alex’s stricken glance. Her eyes widened just slightly at his 
disappointment. She’d been expecting it. She didn’t react further. A moment 
later she averted her eyes and faced the front of the vehicle. 

Alex felt the blood rush out of his head. His own amazing spell, the one that 
had gotten raves, had killed Mr. Today. He took a second to compose his anger. 
Finally he looked at Aaron and said evenly, “Where’s Ms. Morning?” 

Aaron smiled again. “Wouldn’t you like to know.” 

That vague sentence was more info than Alex had expected. Almost too 
much. “Haluki?” 

“Tch,” Aaron said. “Now you’re getting desperate. Not attractive, Alex. 
Especially not from where you stand in this disaster area.” 

Alex gripped the package and shook his head as if he pitied his brother. 
“You’ve taken everything I love. What else could you possibly want from me?” 

“Ahh,” Aaron said with a grin. “I thought you’d never ask. But the answer is 
nothing.” He pushed a lock of hair off his forehead. “Not today, anyway. 
Perhaps in a week or even ten days, when your water runs out and your people 
are getting shot for stealing, you’ll be anxious to talk again. But for now? Not 
one more thing.” 

Alex folded his arms across his chest, the package still dangling from his 
fingers. “Then go.” 

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Aaron pointed to the sack. 

Alex, disgusted, didn’t give him the satisfaction of a response. He turned on 
his heel and walked away. 

Aaron stayed where he was, watching Alex walk back into the dreck of 
Artimé, the hollow smile never leaving his face. When his brother was out of 
sight, he got back into his vehicle and signaled the driver to go. 

“That seemed to go well,” Eva said. 

“Silence!” Aaron said. He wanted to brood alone. 





Coming to Terms 


By midnight things had settled down in Artimé. The exhausted teams had 


worked hard, fed by inspiration and adrenaline, and now more than fifty of them 
were able to find floor space in the shack to lie down for their six-hour sleep 
shift. The un-shacked sat in small groups on the hard cement or in the sand along 
the water. Most dozed, a few talked, some mourned family, friends, and Artimé. 

The tide was out and the moon full, and a couple of clever teams were out 
gathering oysters, clams, prawns, and anything else they could find to eat, while 
another tireless group worked at making a fire from remnants of the Silent kids’ 
raft and the flint Alex had found inside the shack. 

The team that had found the boat, unharmed and bumping up against the east 
wall of Quill, pulled it onto the beach. They’d been clever enough to bring back 
the net and fishing gear they’d found inside, and now that team stood as far out 
as they could, casting the net over and over, catching a few fish now and then. 

Inside the shack Henry Haluki babbled on and on to the Silent boy about 
Quill and Artimé and the big battle, and then he pulled his magnifying glass 
from his pocket and made his eyeball enormous. The Silent boy smiled, seeming 
to enjoy all of it. Sean snored lightly on the floor next to Meghan, who slept as 
well. 

It was as harmonious as it could be, under the circumstances. 


DYKK 


Alex, carrying the unopened package from Aaron in his component vest’s 
interior pocket, picked up one last stiff platyprot and brought it over to the wall, 
next to Ms. Octavia. He got down on his haunches and turned to her, adjusting 
her glasses to where she liked them, just so. “I’m trying,” he said wearily to her. 
“I wish you were here.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to stop the 
sorrow and hunger headache from getting any worse. Then he went over to the 
creatures that couldn’t be moved because of their weight, namely Jim and 


Florence, both near the shack. 

He kneeled next to Jim and petted his mosaic shell, noticing its intricacies for 
the first time. What a lot of work went into that, he thought. Mr. Today always 
pointed out others’ abilities, but he rarely spoke about his own amazing talent as 
a sculptor. Alex traced his finger along the pattern. “So much detail,” he 
whispered into the night. “What I wouldn’t give to hear your exceedingly slow 
speech right about now, Jim.” 

The winged tortoise didn’t answer. 

Alex moved to Florence. She was twice his height and frozen in full, glorious 
stride. Perhaps she had been running when it happened, making Artimé shake 
with her steps. She was sleek and ebony and beautiful, just as she always looked. 
Alex almost expected her to turn when he reached up and touched her arm. “I’m 
so sorry,” he said to her. “If there’s anything you can do to fix things here... 
well, just let me know.” But he didn’t expect an answer. 

He turned, considering taking a walk down by the water to process his 
thoughts, but there were Unwanteds everywhere. There was no place as far as 
the eye could see to sit and think and be alone. 

Then, from somewhere above his head, he heard a scraping sound. 

He looked up above Florence to the roof. There sat the Silent girl. She froze 
when Alex saw her, as if she were caught doing something wrong. 

“Hey,” Alex whispered. “How did you get up there?” 

She pointed to Florence. 

Alex’s eyes widened. The thought of climbing up Florence’s body freaked 
him out a little. It seemed so . . . so wrong. But she was just a statue now. And 
her bent knees and elbows did offer a lot of hand- and footholds. He considered 
his path, and then started climbing quickly, in case she woke up. Which he’d be 
thankful for, but she’d kill him anyway, probably. “I hope you have no memory 
of this,” he muttered. It was an easy climb, and seconds later he hoisted himself 
to the roof and sat next to the girl. 

“Clever,” he said. “I like this. I can breathe again.” 

She nodded and looked down, suddenly self-conscious. 

Alex looked out over the sea and thought of Lani and Samheed again, 
wondering where they could be, and if they were alive. He had to believe they 
were Okay’he couldn’t handle anything more than that right now. His throat 
tightened and he moved his eyes to the place where Simber had gone down, well 
beyond the edge of low tide. There was no way to get to him, Alex knew. And 
there never would be. 

Alex couldn’t get the image out of his head’Simber’s downward crash into 
the water. The scene had been in his nightmare last night, and it lurked in the 


back of his brain whenever he had a few extra minutes to think. “We’ll go 
togetherrr, as always,” Simber had said as they’d left the silent island. “I won’t 
leave you.” 

Alex covered his face with his hands, overcome. He didn’t know what would 
happen now. All he knew was that Simber was made of sand. Sand dissolved in 
water. Even if Alex could bring back Artimé, he didn’t think he’d ever see 
Simber again. 

Mr. Today had once said the giant statue was “virtually” indestructible. 
Simber had taken many hits with bullets and other weapons, and they bounced 
right off of him, or at worst left a tiny mark. But “virtually”’that meant there 
could be a way to destroy him. And if so .. . well, he’d never seen Simber 
venture near the water. Alex remembered how the great statue would hover 
forever above the water, but was careful never to let his wings touch. And maybe 
now Alex knew why. 

He couldn’t bear to think of it. Simber, gone forever, his body dissolved like a 
sugar cube in tea, sandy bits of him sloshing around at the bottom of the ocean. 

And here Alex sat with nothing. Aaron was ready to pounce on them when 
they got desperate enough, and all of Artimé looked to Alex to fix everything, to 
restore the world. Alex had not one single clue how to do it. All of Mr. Today’s 
books were gone. When Alex failed to fix things, what would happen to them 
all? Would they turn to Aaron to be slaves in exchange for food and a place to 
sleep? 

Alex had no doubt some of them would. 

“Please help me,” he choked out in a whisper. “Anybody.” 

When his shoulders began shaking, the Silent girl put her hand on Alex’s 
back to comfort him. After a while Alex sniffed and looked up, eyelashes wet. 

He pulled the package from his pocket and looked at it, wondering what 
Aaron could have possibly found to torture Alex with. He took a deep, 
shuddering breath and unrolled it, reached inside, and pulled out something 
lightweight and soft and brightly colored. 

It was Mr. Today’s robe. 





In a Very Small House 


Jase past midnight at a table in a very small house in Quill sat Gondoleery 


Rattrapp, thinking for the umpteenth time about how she had once been magical, 
and then wasn’t for the longest time, and then was again for a few short months. 
And now, because the man who created the magic had died, she had lost the 
ability once more. And here she sat, puzzling over it, because something clearly 
wasn’t right. 

She studied the components as she had done many times recently, and tried 
them out on a skinny stray dog she’d captured in a trap in her backyard. 

“Die a thousand deaths!” she cried, flinging a metal clip at the dog, but the 
clip bounced off the dog’s back. He came up to the woman and licked her hand. 

She pushed him away and picked up a clay heart. “Heart attack!” she said, 
throwing it at the mutt. It struck his side and did nothing, though he whimpered a 
bit and recoiled at the sting. 

The woman scrunched her eyelids tightly together. 

She scrunched her fists, too, and dragged her arthritic knuckles along her 
eyebrows, stopping them at her temples and pressing in hard. This wasn’t right. 
Not at all. 

“When I was a girl,” she said softly, trying hard to remember the creakiest of 
thoughts from a very, very long time ago. Trying to remember how things were 
back then. “When I was a girl.” 

She opened her eyes and looked at her hands, and at the useless components. 
She looked at the dog, who whined at her, and then she stood up. “Go on,” she 
snapped. She opened the door and shoved the dog outside. “Run off now.” 

The dog stopped to lap water from the bucket that had been recently filled on 
the woman’s front step. 


“Get!” she said, kicking at the dog, and the dog got. 

And then the woman looked at the water in the light of the moon. 

She dipped her hand into the water and lifted it up, watching it drip from her 
fingers to the dusty step. “When I was a girl,” she whispered, staring as the water 
made a stain in the dirt. 

She looked up into the sky at the thousands of stars that twinkled above. She 
hadn’t noticed them in years. All she knew is that there were no clouds’there 
were almost never clouds in Quill. 

She looked at the water in the bucket again, and the element seemed to 
whisper to her. “When I was a girl,” it said. 

The old woman looked around, but there was no one anywhere to be seen at 
this late hour. She cupped her hand and dipped it into the water to take a drink of 
it. It was warm. Warm, like the rain had been on a hot summer day on Warbler 
Island, more than fifty years ago. She’d been on the jutting rocks, on a plateau 
halfway up to the peak, playing with her friends who were magical too, but there 
was no Marcus Today there. She was sure of that. She remembered the fun of it, 
standing on the slick stone as rain poured in sheets around her and her friends. 
How they’d shrieked and danced in it. 

She took another scoop of water in her hand and stepped into the yard, the 
water carelessly dripping from her fingers. She was wasting it, by Quill’s 
standards. 

In the dark of the night and the light of the moon, she held her hand to the sky 
and watched the shimmering droplets cling and quiver on the back of her hand, 
then fall to the parched earth. And she remembered. 

Finally. She remembered. 

She brought her hand down, and then flung the water that remained into the 
sky with all her might. As the drops flew through the air, she envisioned the 
scene and the words she’d abandoned for more than fifty years. 

She cried out to the water, “Make it rain!” 

A moment passed, and the cloudless sky above the little house rumbled and 
sparked with light and life. The woman stood in the dirt yard in the center of the 
desert island of Quill, hands raised to the sky, eyes closed. 

The sky opened up above her tiny house, like that day on the rocks when she 
was happy and young and with friends. A triumphant cackle built and grew in 
her throat, filling the air. For now, pouring down on her and her small plot of 
land and her bucket of water on the front step of her little house in Quill, was all 
the rain of half a hundred years. 





In a Dark Cave 


Weak and blind, Samheed sat in total deafening silence. He pounded his hands 


on the dirt floor of the cave, scratched his fingernails on his pants, kicked his 
feet against the wall. There was no sound at all. He felt like he didn’t exist, 
except for the constant waves of pain around his neck. 

Now and then he’d open his mouth to yell for Lani and Meghan, but no noise 
left him, no matter how hard he tried. He felt utterly helpless. He couldn’t see, 
couldn’t make a sound, and his friends were gone. 

Every now and then he could feel a small breeze, as if someone walked past 
him, but he could never catch that person in time. There was no way to tell when 
the breeze was coming, no way to tell how many minutes or hours or days were 
passing. After the second breeze Samheed crawled around and touched a tray of 
food quite by accident. Next to it was a cup of water. He ate and drank, and then 
stayed exactly there so that when the breeze came, he’d be able to reach out and 
grab it. 

But the breeze brought the next food and water to a different spot. 

By the fourth time, Samheed had determined that the breeze could see him, 
and would only go where he wasn’t. 

His entire existence was pointless. 

All he could think of now was that Lani and Meghan had gotten away. And 
deep down, beneath the pain of abandonment, he hoped for it, he really did. Not 
just for their sakes, but for his’if they’d escaped, maybe they’d get Mr. Today to 
come and rescue him... and he could take this pain away. It was so hard to bear 
when there were no distractions anywhere. 

“Please, please, please,” he said from silent lips, over and over again. “Is 
anybody there? Can anybody help me?” 

Time passed, and nothing changed. 

When he drifted off into a hard sleep, he dreamed he was lying in the sun on 


the beach in Artimé, listening to the creatures singing softly on the lawn and the 
murmurs from conversations nearby while he dozed. He was free from the dark 
and silent cave, free from the painful thorny collar around his neck. In his dream 
a cool hand touched his cheek, and he smiled, realizing he wasn’t alone. He 
reached for the hand, traced his fingers up the arm, and touched the face of the 
girl who was touching his. It was the most comfort he’d had since the piercing 
sleep arrow embedded in his back. 

But then something bumped his foot, jarring him from the dream. Someone 
was shaking him awake, grasping and pulling his shirt, almost ripping it. He sat 
up, alarmed, plunged once again into the darkness and silence and pain of the 
cave. He pulled his hand back to throw a punch, but the person pushed him 
down to the floor on his back once more, pinning him. He struggled to get free. 

Even when he felt her fingers touch his cheek, his lips, he fought her, though 
he was weak. She pushed mightily to keep him on his back, then sat down hard 
on his chest, knocking the wind from him, and pinned one of his arms to the 
floor with her foot. With both hands she grabbed his other arm and pulled it 
close to her body. She brought his hand up to her head and squeezed his fingers 
around her hair. She forced his hand to travel down the length of it, and held it 
there. Then she touched his lips and felt his chest heave a sigh of relief. 

“Lani.” His lips moved against her finger, and he was overcome. 

She scrambled off of him. He rose up to his elbow and grabbed blindly for 
her hand, trying to let her know that he understood now. He held her fingers to 
his cheek and nodded, then put his hand on her face as well. She did the same. 
He could feel her relax next to him, both of them exhausted and aching. 
Breathing hard, not making a sound. 

And then she started to shake. Samheed reached out and wrapped his arms 
gently around her shoulders, and she slid closer to him, gripping his shirt and 
burying her face in it. They held on to each other, trying to survive a minute at a 
time, until somebody .. . anybody . .. came to rescue them. 





One Last Message 


n the roof of the gray shack Alex gripped the colorful cloth like it was a lifeline. 
“This is his robe,” he whispered to the girl. 

She nodded, pushed her fingers through her hair, and lifted them, making her 
hair stand up. 

“Yes,” Alex said, laughing a little. “Yes, the man with the hair. Mr. Today.” 
He paused and grew somber again. “He’s dead now.” 

The girl put a finger to her eye and traced an invisible tear down it. 

“Yeah,” Alex said. He was a little embarrassed now that he’d cried so hard in 
front of a stranger. Not because he was male, since men and women in Artimé 
cried freely whenever they felt like crying, but because unexpected sobbing 
might make a stranger feel awkward. But she didn’t seem to mind. 

“And Simber,” he said. “You probably never saw him. He’s huge and scary- 
looking, so I’m sure they kept him away from you once you woke up. But he 
was really nice, deep down.” 

He looked sidelong at her now, remembering their first meeting face-to-face. 
“You totally spit all over me,” he reminded her, trying not to smile. 

She raised her hand to her mouth, eyes wide and mischievous. Then she acted 
out the scene from her perspective. Alex tried to narrate’it was like doing 
pantomimes in Actors’ Studio. 

“You were scared,” he guessed. “Everyone was staring at you.” 

She nodded. She looked around, forlorn. 

“You didn’t know where you were,” he said. “And the boy’is he your 
brother?” 

She nodded. 

“Ah, okay, that’s what I thought. Anyway, you’re saying he was sleeping and 
wouldn’t wake up, and you didn’t know what was happening.” 

The Silent girl nodded again. 

“And so you spit water on me. Makes perfect sense.” 

She laughed a silent laugh. Then she made a sorry face. 

Alex smiled sadly. “Aw. It’s okay. It was just a little spit.” He reached out 


absentmindedly and touched the metal thorns around her neck. She shrank back 
slightly and Alex looked up. “Oh, geez, I’m sorry.” He pulled his hand away. 
“You saw my friend Meghan inside, right?” he asked. 

She nodded, her face turning serious again. 

“T guess that’s your island, huh. Did you and your brother escape?” 

She narrowed her eyes and looked away quickly, focusing on the ocean. 

“What’did I say something bad?” 

She didn’t respond or react in any way. 

“Okay, sorry,” he said. “You don’t want to talk about it.” 

She gave him a measured sidelong glance, and then rolled her eyes. 

“Oops,” he said. He was quiet for a moment. “But don’t you want that neck 
thing taken off? I’m just worried what will happen’ like, to your neck, and your 
voice and stuff if it comes off. Plus, we don’t exactly have the right tools here.” 

The girl raised her hands and put them in front of Alex’s face, pushing him 
away. He took her wrists and gently moved them apart so he could see her face. 
“I don’t understand,” he said. 

She bit her lip and turned her face away, and now it was her turn to cry. 

“Dang it,” he said under his breath. “I’m sorry. P1 shut up now. I didn’t mean 
to make you cry.” 

He dropped her wrists and scrambled to his knees, sinking his hands deep into 
his pockets to see if he had a hankie, forgetting that all of his clothes had been 
soaked in the ocean, along with everything in his pockets. He pulled out a few 
bits of wadded-up tissue, some useless scatterclips, and a marble from one 
pocket. From the other he pulled out something he didn’t recognize at first. It 
was a folded piece of paper. 

And then he gasped, his heart thudding in his chest. He recognized the 
colorful border design. 

It had to be a spell from Mr. Today. 

Why hadn’t he thought to check his pockets earlier? His hands shook 
violently as he tried to unfold it, begging to catch a break’ pleading that the ocean 
water hadn’t washed the magical words away. 

He didn’t notice the Silent girl watching him, startled from her tears by his 
sudden strange behavior. Finally he got the paper open and he smoothed it 
carefully. The words were there. They’d not been washed away at all. Each letter 
was bright and clear as the morning sky. 

He held the note up to the light of the moon and read: 


To whom it may concern: 
Follow the dots as the traveling sun, 


Magnify, focus, every one. 
Stand enrobed where you first saw me, 
Utter in order; repeat times three. 


I apologize for the cryptic nature of this note, but I know you’ll 

understand. I’m sorry, my boy’so very sorry. I’ve left you what you need in 

my chambers, but if something unexpected happens, follow the above. 

Yours, 

Marcus Today 

P.S. Five heart attack components, what a waste! He could’ve done the 

deed with three. Ha-ha! Ouch. 

P.P.S. In case you’re curious, he’s got two left on the desk. Remember for 

later. 

Farewell. I do believe in you. 


Alex stared at the note. He read it once, and a second time. His heart ached, 
remembering the amazing Mr. Today, and it made him feel a little bit better to 
know that the old mage was jolly enough to make a joke, even at the end. 

But Alex’s eyes kept going back to the spell, which made almost no sense at 
all. 

The only word that stuck out was “enrobed.” He knew what that meant. He 
clutched Mr. Today’s robe like it was a gift made of gold, and he delighted in the 
ease of its acquisition. “Ha!” he said aloud, looking up. Aaron had given him 
something invaluable and he hadn’t even meant to! 

All Alex had to do was figure out what the rest of it meant, then wear the 
robe, and ta-da’ Artimé would be back. 

Alex’s blood surged. To have such a valuable clue put him about a hundred 
times closer to saving Artimé than he’d been five minutes ago. He was so 
excited that he nearly lost his balance and fell off the roof, but the Silent girl 
grabbed his shirt just in time. He steadied himself, sat back down, and squeezed 
her hand, thanking her. 

He scratched his head through the mess of tangled hair and stared at the note. 
“This is it,” he whispered reverently. “This is the help I’ve been begging for.” 
He looked at the girl and said, “You know what? We just might live through this 
after all.” 

He looked out to the west where Warbler was. And even though he couldn’t 
see it from here in the darkest hours, and even though there was no magic to be 
found in all of Artimé, still Alex concentrated with all his might and whispered 
to his friends a world away, “Hold on.” 
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Death Farm 


It was as if Artimé had never existed. 

In the weeks since the death of Marcus Today, Alexander Stowe was 
often seen sitting on a rickety stool, staring out the window of the gray 
shack, clouding the glass with his breath. Sometimes he leaned his head of 
dark tangled curls or pressed a dirty cheek against the pane to catch a few 
moments of sleep when he could stay awake no longer. 

Today was no different. He stared even now, but he wasn’t seeing 
anything at all. 

In his hand he gripped a piece of paper with a colorful border, which was 
beginning to smudge, and he never let it go even though he’d memorized 
the words on it. It was his last message from Mr. Today, a cryptic, poetic 
spell that would fix all Alex’s problems if only he could decipher the clues. 
He went over the words for the millionth time in his mind. 


Follow the dots as the traveling sun, 
Magnify, focus, every one. 
Stand enrobed where you first saw me, 


Utter in order; repeat times three. 


The only thing Alex truly understood about the clue was the “enrobed” 
part. Mr. Today had been famous for his colorful robes, and Alex imagined 
there was some hint of magic to the robes themselves—there must be if 
Alex had to wear one to make the world of Artimé come back. Alex had the 
good fortune of possessing the only robe in existence at this moment—the 
one Mr. Today had been wearing when Alex’s Wanted twin brother, Aaron, 
killed him. The robe was Alex’s only symbol of hope in a time that could 
not possibly be any darker. 

“You should eat something,” said a voice at Alex’s shoulder. It was 
Henry Haluki, Lani’s younger brother, and next to him stood the Silent boy, 
a ring of thorns threaded through the skin around his neck. When Alex 


turned and focused his bleary eyes on the boys, Henry held out a good-sized 
half shell he’d been using as a small bowl. 

Alex smiled and took it. “Thanks,” he said, breathing in the faint smell 
of a weak seafood broth. His empty stomach snarled, begging for it, but 
Alex hesitated. The Unwanteds were beginning to starve. He handed it back 
to Henry and shook his head. “Give it to Meg,” he said. “No, wait .. . to 
Carina Fathom and her baby. They need it most.” Alex swallowed hard and 
turned away so he wouldn’t be tempted to grab it back again. It would be a 
sign of acceptance to Carina, who was so mortified that her mother, Eva, 
had turned against Artimé that she couldn’t bear to look Alex in the eye. 

Henry frowned, but he shuffled away obediently and left the shack 
carrying the soup. The Silent boy followed him, both of them careful not to 
disturb any sleeping bodies on the floor. After a minute Alex stood up, 
stretched his tired limbs, and left too. He walked around to the front of the 
shack, maneuvering over the still body of Jim, the winged tortoise, whose 
mosaic back sparkled in the sunshine, until he reached Florence, frozen in 
full stride. Nimbly he climbed, using Florence’s legs and arms as a ladder, 
and he swung his body up to the roof as if he’d done it dozens of times. 

He lifted a hand to shield his eyes and looked west, in the direction of 
the two islands that dotted the ocean. “Follow the dots as the traveling sun,” 
he muttered. “The dots have got to mean the islands, but... ” He didn’t 
finish the sentence because there were so many unknowns. The phrase 
didn’t even make sense. And then the next line—“magnify, focus, every 
one.” How could Alex magnify and focus on the islands? He was stuck on 
this island. He couldn’t get any closer. He had no binoculars. Sometimes, 
when conditions were less favorable, he couldn’t even see the more distant 
one. And “every one”? There were only two visible, though Simber had 
told him once that there were actually three in that direction. Mr. Today 
certainly would’ve said “both” if he meant only the two he could see, but 
the clue said “every one.” Could Mr. Today have meant to include the 
island of Quill, too? And what about the rest of the chain that they couldn’t 
see, to the east? There were seven islands in all, with Quill in the center, 
Simber had said... . 

Oh, Simber. A wave of grief flooded Alex. He closed his eyes for a 
moment. Nightmares had plagued him since Simber had plunged into the 
sea, deadweight. All the rest of the creatures Mr. Today had created in 
Artimé had ceased to be alive then too, from the moment of the mage’s 


death. The mansion and every wonderful thing in it was gone. Worse, two 
of Alex’s best friends remained missing on Warbler Island, where the 
Silents had come from, and Alex had no means by which to search for 
them. 

Alex shook his head. “I don’t know what to do,” he whispered. 

Just then he heard a shout from the gate that led to Quill. He stood up on 
the roof to see what was happening. The shout had come from Henry, who 
lay sprawled on the dusty ground. Two other Unwanteds ran off through the 
gate and disappeared into Quill, with the Silent boy giving chase. Henry 
didn’t move. 





Broken Harmony 


Alex scrambled down to the ground and ran to see what had happened. By 
the time he got to Henry’s side, Sean Ranger and the Silent girl had arrived 
on the scene, and Meghan Ranger ran from the water’s edge. The girrinos 
Sat near the gate, unmoving, in heaps like boulders. 

“What happened?” Alex demanded. “Did you guys see anything?” He 
looked from the Silent girl to Meghan to Sean, who knelt next to the boy. 

Henry rolled to his side, curled up, and sucked in a few sharp breaths, as 
if he’d fallen hard and had the wind knocked out of him. After a minute, he 
waved Sean away and rose to his feet, dusting off his pants. There was a 
trickle of blood coming from his nose. He wiped it gingerly on his sleeve 
and scowled. “They stole the broth,” he said. His lip quivered for an instant, 
and then it stopped. “Crow ran after them.” 

Sean raised an eyebrow as Meghan took a closer look at Henry’s 
injuries. “Crow?” 

“The Silent boy,” Alex said. “Henry named him.” 

“That is his name,” Henry said. “He showed me. He drew a bird in the 
sand and I guessed it.” 

“I’m going after him,” Alex said, finding it a little easier now to take 
charge than he had just a few short weeks ago. “Sean, you want to get the 
story?” 

Sean nodded. Alex started off toward the gate and then stopped, turned, 
and called back, “We need to have a meeting. You, me, Meg, Henry, and the 
Silents. See if you guys can find out if Mr. Appleblossom and Carina are 
available too. They’ve had their hands full with the fish catchers the last 
few days.” 

“Got it,” Sean said. 

Alex’s best friend, Meghan, whose skin was mostly healed around the 
band of metal thorns on her neck, could only nod in response. 

Alex didn’t have to go far before he saw Crow walking back toward the 
gate. He caught up with the boy and turned around, walking with him. “You 
okay, little guy?” Alex asked. 

Crow nodded and punched his fist into his other palm. 


“I know,” Alex said. “But I don’t want you to fight. I shouldn’t have sent 
you guys out in the open with food like that. People are mean when they get 
desperate.” He pressed his hand into his own stomach, trying to batten 
down the hunger. He knew he didn’t have much time before the little plot of 
land that had once been Artimé became a battleground of infighting. And if 
that happened, the Unwanteds were doomed. 

Who was Alex trying to fool? If he didn’t do something quick, they were 
already doomed. 

Crow kicked the dusty road with his bare foot as they turned in at the 
gate. 

“We’re going to have a meeting. I’d like you to be there, okay?” 

The Silent boy made a fist and tapped it to his chest. It was the new 
Artiméan symbol of loyalty, which meant “I am with you.” 

Alex smiled. “Good.” 

They made their way to the shack. Alex poked his head in and spied 
Henry sitting in the midst of dozens of other Unwanteds, most of whom 
were trying to get their six-hour shift of sleep. “Meet by Florence,” Alex 
whispered, trying not to disturb the slumbering masses. The roof was the 
only private place around. 

The small team of Unwanteds assembled one by one around Florence. It 
was a Strange group, since three among them were unable to make a sound, 
and a fourth, Carina’s baby boy, spoke only gibberish. 

Henry scrambled up Florence’s limbs to the roof and then reached down 
to take the baby. Alex, Meghan, Crow, the Silent girl, and Carina all 
climbed up too, and they sat in the shade—for the moment—of Quill’s 
forty-foot-tall stone wall. 

Alex looked at the Silents. “So, your name is really Crow?” he asked the 
boy. 

The boy nodded. 

Alex smiled. “Nice.” He looked at the girl. “I wish I knew your name,” 
he said. 

She tilted her head and both she and Crow pointed upward. 

Alex frowned and looked up. “Cloud?” he guessed. “Blue? Sunny? Star? 
Rain?” 

The girl shook her head and pointed again. 

Carina and Henry looked on, and then Henry piped up. “Is it Sky?” 

The Silent girl nodded, her face breaking into a bright smile. 


“Sky,” Alex said, gazing at her. He liked the sound of that. And then he 
blushed and looked down to see if Sean was coming. 

On the ground, Sean appeared, along with Mr. Appleblossom. 
“Um ...,” Sean said, looking first at the man, who was one of the original 
Unwanteds Mr. Today had saved, then glancing up at the roof. “Is this going 
to be a problem, Sigfried?” he asked the theater instructor. 

“Oh my,” Mr. Appleblossom murmured, “what a predicament indeed.” 
He gazed imploringly at Florence’s ebony face. “It’s not the height that 
bothers me, of course. I’m nimble quite enough, though lacking speed. But 
think of when she wakes! Severe remorse—without our gentle mage to 
intercede. I may as well attempt a pommel horse.” Instead he drew back a 
few steps and gave Sean a measuring glance. “Or vault,” he murmured, 
suddenly thoughtful. “At that I may perchance succeed.” He brought a 
finger to his chin, calculating his odds of running and vaulting to the roof 
using Sean’s back, rather than disrespecting the enormous warrior trainer. 

“She’ll never know. We won’t tell her, I promise,” said Sean, his eyes 
widening in alarm when he realized what Mr. Appleblossom was 
considering. “There’s really no other way to get up there—I’m not nearly 
big enough to be used as a gymnastics apparatus. Besides, I’m sure 
Florence would be glad she helped us in her own way.” 

The theater instructor shuddered, then set his shoulders and carefully 
climbed up the statue to the roof, where he settled next to the others. Sean 
followed. 

“Well then, everyone,” Alex began, and then he cleared his throat a little. 
“Tt seems things are beginning to crumble.” 

Meghan’s eyes shot open wide. 

“To put it bluntly,” Sean said. 

“How much water is left?” Alex asked Sean. 

“About a barrel and a half.” 

Alex turned to Carina. “And the fishing?” 

“They’re catching a dozen or so each day, and some shellfish. Not 
enough to keep us all from starving, I’m afraid, no matter how thin we 
make the broth.” Carina looked down at her hands. “People have been 
fighting over it the last few days. It’s not good.” 

“I got attacked,” Henry said. He still held baby Seth, who was content 
for the moment to sit and gnaw on Henry’s shirt collar. “I was trying to 
bring you some broth, Carina. Two guys came up to me and Crow. They 


grabbed the food and shoved me.” He shifted the baby to his other leg. 
“They took off and Crow chased them.” 

“Pm so sorry,” Carina said. “How could anybody do that to you?” She 
looked at Crow. “Did you see what they looked like?” 

Crow nodded. 

“You’d be able to recognize them?” 

The boy nodded again. 

Mr. Appleblossom shook his head. “My guess is that these thugs will not 
be back. The high priest’s guards are bribing Artimé. We’ve lost a score so 
far—I’m keeping track. What boy would starve when facing a soufflé? I 
blame them not for joining that wolf pack.” 

Alex winced. “Twenty gone? I guess it’s not surprising.” 

“Tt won’t be long before a true uprising,” the theater teacher added in a 
quiet voice, completing Alex’s couplet. 

Alex turned to look at the instructor, his stomach feeling as pinched as 
Mr. Appleblossom’s heat-flushed cheeks and sunburned forehead looked. “I 
know, Mr. A,” he said with a hint of desperation. “I’m trying.” 

“Of course you are, my boy. I have no doubt.” Mr. Appleblossom patted 
Alex’s shoulder and gave him a sympathetic look. “I hope the rest of us can 
help you out.” 

“I’m open to any suggestions.” Alex pulled Mr. Today’s note from his 
pocket and unfolded it. “I know you’ve heard it before, but I’m going to 
read this to you all again,” he said, looking around the group. “If you think 
of anything that might help me solve these clues, please say it, no matter 
how silly it sounds. We’re desperate. Here goes: 


Follow the dots as the traveling sun, 
Magnify, focus, every one. 
Stand enrobed where you first saw me, 


Utter in order; repeat times three.” 


Alex looked around the group. “Anyone?” 
Sky, the Silent girl, closed her eyes and frowned, a look of concentration 
on her face. 


Carina looked out across the water to the west. “Do you still believe the 
dots are the islands?” 

“I don’t know what else they could be,” Alex said. “Trees? We don’t 
have any. Buildings? Ditto. The clue refers to the sun, and the sun sets over 
the islands we can see. It seems the most logical thing.” 

“But I don’t get how you are supposed to magnify and focus on them 
when we can’t see them all from here,” Sean said. “And we’re stranded. 
Maybe we shouldn’t have used the raft for firewood.” 

Sky opened her eyes, sat straight up, and shook her head violently. She 
clutched her hands to her throat and fell back against the shingles, feigning 
death. 

Alex gave his newest friend a small smile, impressed with her theatrics, 
though now wasn’t the time to mention that. “She’s right,” he said. “The 
water is really too rough out there for a raft, as Sky and Crow know. 
Besides, I’m not sure what an excursion would do for us—I wouldn’t have 
the first idea of what to magnify and focus on once we got to the other 
islands. Even with a powerboat it would take days and days to stop at all of 
them. And talk about dangerous—we have no idea what kinds of people 
we'd face. ... ” He trailed off and couldn’t help but glance at Meghan’s 
neck. She looked back at him, her sober gaze unwavering. How badly Alex 
wished he could fix her, but with no tools or magic or medical supplies, he 
didn’t dare risk trying. He wondered if she’d ever be able to speak again. Or 
sing. 

They discussed the clue at length, with the best suggestion coming from 
Mr. Appleblossom, who wondered aloud if one could see the other six 
islands in the chain from the top of the wall, and if so, perhaps there was a 
pattern to be found by viewing all of them at once. 

“Okay,” Alex said, “but how do we get up there?” 

“I guess I’ ll get to work building a ladder,” Sean said. 

“Out of what?” Henry asked, incredulous. “We don’t have any wood or 
metal, just a few barrels... ” 

Sean glanced down at Florence, his jaw set, and then turned his gaze to 
the multitude of frozen, once-magical creatures that lined this side of the 
wall: squirrelicorns, beavops, platyprots, and more lying stiff and helpless 
without Mr. Today’s magic. 

“With them,” he said quietly. “Stack them up like a staircase, I guess.” 
And then he looked out over the sea, shaking his head. “Without a solution 


to Mr. Today’s clue, they’ll never come to life again to know the 
difference.” 


The High Priest Aaron 


As High Priest Gunnar Haluki was tied up at the moment, the new 
Associate High Priest Aaron Stowe wasted no time shortening his official 
title to High Priest Aaron. It was just easier for the people of Quill that way, 
he declared, and it took much less time to say and write. 

Not that Aaron could write quite yet. But soon. He’d been practicing 
with one of the scholars, Crete Sepulcher, a middle-aged man with crinkly, 
paper-thin skin and the personality of a rock. 

Aaron sat at his desk with a rare piece of paper, scratching on it with an 
ancient stick of a pencil. As a young boy, he’d always wondered how the 
markings got on the paper. He never imagined it was with a stick. It made 
him think of Alex, drawing with that stick in the mud in the midst of a 
downpour in the backyard. And how he’d tried it too. And how he’d been 
caught, but his father had mistaken him for Alex. With his eyes, Aaron had 
pleaded with Alex to go along with it, to take the blame so Aaron wouldn’t 
get an infraction. 

He looked at the pencil now, turning it in his hands, tracing the ridge 
with his finger, down to the dull, whittled point. Remembering. It all 
seemed a very long time ago. But the look of betrayal on Alex’s face... 
Aaron closed his eyes and tried to forget it. Tried to stop the words that 
taunted him. The only reason you’re sitting here now is because of him. 

Standing abruptly, Aaron dropped the pencil on his desk and strode to 
the window. An ugly gargoyle statue wearing a pink bow around its horn 
rested on the ledge, very nearly staring up at the young high priest. “Haluki 
had the strangest sense of decor,’ Aaron muttered. He gazed through the 
glass down the long driveway, then turned his eyes back and traced his gaze 
along the ever-present, ever-boring wall. 

“Secretary,” Aaron said in a raised voice. 

Eva Fathom appeared in the doorway, her name—and indeed her identity 
—discarded once again. 

“Find me a dozen strong Necessaries and the most powerful tools we 
have. Giant hammers, sharp picks, shovels. My guards and I will meet them 
at the portcullis at sunrise tomorrow.” 


“Of course,” murmured Eva, but she smirked to herself. The rusty, 
broken-down gate to the palace could hardly be called a portcullis, but the 
new high priest was fond of making his things sound important, especially 
when they weren’t. 

“Next,” Aaron went on, “send two more guards to Artimé to infiltrate. 
Tell them not to fight—just create some more unrest and keep the 
grumbling going. It’s been working. We’ve taken in nearly two dozen so far 
and have put them right to work for our Wanteds.” 

“Very good,” Eva said. She folded her hands behind her back, waiting 
for more tasks. 

Aaron turned, looking down his nose at the woman. “And get me an 
update on the whereabouts and activities of the Restorers. Is Haluki dead 
yet? Where’s Gondoleery? She’s all but disappeared.” 

Eva hadn’t seen Gondoleery at all since the battle, but instinct nudged 
her not to admit that. Instead she said, “Many of the Restorers are taking a 
rest after all their hard work, but Liam Healy and Bethesda Dia Gloria are 
still stationed at High Priest Haluki’s house.” 

Aaron narrowed his eyes at her. “I’m the high priest. Secretary.” 

Eva pursed her lips and turned them into a thin-lipped smile. “My 
apologies for the slip. I don’t know what I’m to call him now.” 

“Call him... oh, who cares? Just don’t call him that.” 

Eva nodded. “Anything else?” 

Aaron turned back to the window and caught a glimpse of the gargoyle 
again. He frowned at it. “No. You may go.” 

Without a sound, the old woman turned and left the office. 

Aaron picked up the gargoyle, held it away from himself as he walked, 
as if its hideousness might be contagious, and tossed it into a wooden box in 
the closet with the rest of Haluki’s things. They’d melt the statue down to 
make weapons once Haluki was dead. 





Gondoleery’s Secret 


In the weeks since Gondoleery Rattrapp had made the skies above her little 
gray house open up and pour down rain, she barely gave a thought to the 
Artiméans. She didn’t think often about the new acting High Priest Aaron 
Stowe, either, though she’d been one of his prime supporters as he 
attempted to restore Quill to its former state of control. 

No, Gondoleery had been awfully scarce around Quill lately. And for 
good reason. She was very busy sitting at her kitchen table, thinking about 
her childhood. 

If she knew how to write, she’d be writing down everything as she 
remembered it so she could free up her mind for more memories. But there 
were no pencils for ordinary people in Quill, and no knowledge of how to 
use them. So instead of writing, Gondoleery was thinking. 

Sometimes she napped in her chair in the heat of the day, and she began 
to dream for the first time in decades. It was frightening at first, since 
dreams were not allowed in Quill, but she was wise enough to realize no 
one would ever know unless she told them. Her dreams were filled with 
ideas she could never have imagined when awake—dreams of fiery rivers 
of lava hurtling down a jagged mountainside. Dreams of swirling dust, of 
gusting winds, of frigid ice and quaking earth. Dreams of destruction that 
both frightened and thrilled her. 

Yet when she awoke each day, she knew she had seen such things before, 
though none of the people of Quill ever had. None, that is, except for the 
three remaining droolers in the Ancients Sector. 

And Eva Fathom. 

Gondoleery needed time to think. She needed time to remember, and 
time to see just how powerful her own bit of magic really was. And so it 
was that she decided to disappear from Quill by staying right where she 
was, in her chair, and not emerging until she had thought every thought and 
dreamed every dream. And relearned every bit of magic she’d lost. 

And then, when she was good and ready, when she was stronger and 
more powerful than any nonmagical high priest, when she required no team 
of Restorers to back her up . . . that’s when she would make her move. 





Caves 


The breeze came, and the breeze went away. 

Day after day, Samheed and Lani huddled together somewhere below 
ground on Warbler Island, telling time by the breezes that swept over them 
—the gentle wake of Silent people bringing them daily food and water. As 
on the first day, the two friends remained blind, deaf, and mute, and they 
still had metal bands of thorns threaded through the skin of their necks, 
which had finally begun to heal. 

In the vastness of their dark days, they created a language with their 
fingers, tapping the other’s palm or knee to spell out words. The letter A 
was one tap, B was two taps, and so on. It was a long process to spell 
anything of length, but they had plenty of time in which to do it. After a few 
days, having memorized the number of taps that corresponded to each letter, 
they were able to go more quickly, using a full-palm slap to count for five. 
The twelfth letter of the alphabet, L, was two slaps, two taps. S, the 
nineteenth letter of the alphabet, was three slaps, four taps. A brush of the 
hand meant a space between words, and a closed fist meant the speaker was 
finished. Sometimes they skipped a letter to save time and effort if they 
thought the other would be able to figure the word out without it. 

Through this method, Lani recounted what she had seen while Samheed 
was unconscious. She told Sam of her hope for Meghan’s escape, which 
lifted his spirits, although only a little bit. If it weren’t for each other and 
their new language, they might have gone insane by now. 

Sometimes, when they were tired of tapping and there was nothing left 
to say, they linked arms or clasped their fingers together as they fell asleep, 
desperately afraid that if they didn’t stay in constant physical contact, one 
of them could one day wake up alone and have no idea what had happened 
to the other. 

A few times each day Lani pulled Alex’s drawing from her pocket, 
concentrated on his face in her mind, and tried to send him a seek spell. It 
was the only spell she could think of that could help them. The first few 
times she sent it, she had great hope that Alex would be coming soon. 


But eventually she wondered what was taking him so long. Alex knew 
about the spell. She knew he’d be able to recognize that it came from her, 
because when it reached him, it would explode into a fiery picture of the 
drawing he gave her, and he only had to go in the direction from which the 
glowing ball had come. If Meghan hadn’t made it back to safety in Artimé 
—Lani shuddered at the thought of what might have happened to her friend 
—then Alex wouldn’t have the boat, but he could still ride Simber to get 
here. And she was certain Mr. Today could make another boat if he’d made 
the first one. She didn’t understand why no one was coming for them. 

Several thoughts kept plaguing her, joining together and chiseling away 
at her. What if Alex and Mr. Today had come already but couldn’t find Lani 
and Samheed? What if they had come and been killed? What if Meghan had 
made it to the boat but couldn’t find her way back to Artimé and had 
become lost at sea? What if . . . what if Alex just didn’t care enough to 
come looking for them? 

“Maybe magic doesn’t work from here,” Samheed spelled out. “There’s 
no sound so could be burier?” He meant to spell “barrier” but didn’t realize 
his mistake until he got to the end of the word, and he was too tired to redo 
it. 

But Lani nodded her fist in Sam’s hand. “Maybe.” She gave a deep, 
silent sigh and closed her eyes as a wave of hopelessness washed over her. 
She couldn’t stand this much longer. She wasn’t used to being so helpless. 
“We’ve got to find a way out,” she said daily. But each time they tried 
together to crawl around the perimeter of the cave looking for an exit, they 
couldn’t find anything. They ended most days in total frustration, with no 
voice to express it. 

After they’d been still and lost in thought for some time, sitting in the 
middle of the floor trying to waste away the endless darkness, Lani spelled, 
“T’d give anything to see my family agai—” And then she clapped her palm 
to her mouth. She’d forgotten about how Samheed’s family had treated him. 
She felt Samheed fizzle and slump to his back. He turned away from her, 
but he didn’t let go of her hand. Not even when the shuddering began. 


From a Closet in Quill 


Claire Morning leaned her head against a shelf in her closet prison. Every 
joint in her body ached, for she’d been sitting there in the dark, tied up, for 
all but one hour of every day for the past several weeks. Liam and Bethesda 
allowed her thirty minutes in the morning and thirty minutes in the evening 
to move around. She was growing thin and weak, and her early hopes for 
escape had faded. 

The thing that kept her strong was the Unwanteds. She knew, of course, 
that her beloved father, Mr. Today, had been killed. And she knew that 
Artimé was gone. It was the thought of all the Unwanteds struggling to 
make sense of what had happened, struggling to survive without their 
magical world, that kept Claire motivated to survive so that she could get 
back there and help them. 

She often heard the shuffling of footsteps and the low rumble of 
conversation between her two captors outside the closet. Now and then she 
was able to discern a word or two, but not enough to make sense of 
anything. And as much as she wanted to ask about the state of Quill and 
Artimé, she refused to speak to Liam or Bethesda. 

She closed her eyes and thought about her father, determined to 
remember all he had done for the Unwanteds so she could write everything 
down someday. Someday. The day dragged onward. 

She startled when she heard a commotion followed by the bang of the 
front door. Then there was silence once again. Very soon she heard soft 
footfalls coming toward her, but she knew it wasn’t yet evening by the line 
of sunlight coming from the crack under the door. So whomever it was 
certainly wasn’t coming to let her out. When, to her surprise, the door 
opened, she squinted as the light poured in and hurt her eyes. 

“Claire,” Liam said. 

She didn’t look at him. 

He reached down and untied her wrists, then loosened the gag from her 
mouth and let it fall so that it hung around her neck like a scarf. He handed 
her a cup of water. She took it and drank, frowning at her hands, which 


insisted on shaking around the cup. When she finished, he helped her to her 
feet and didn’t let go of her arm until he was sure she was stable. 

Her legs pricked and burned as the blood rushed through them, and a 
wave of black crossed in front of her eyes. She reached for the door frame, 
willing herself not to black out. A moment later her vision cleared, and she 
hazarded a glance at her childhood friend. He looked disheveled and hadn’t 
shaved in several days. His eyes were the same as they’d always been— 
surprisingly blue and intense. 

“Bethesda stepped out,” Liam said. He worked his jaw as if he might say 
more. Instead he looked away. 

A wave of adrenaline pulsed through Claire, but she trained her eyes on 
the floor now, her face frozen. Could she escape? Why was he telling her 
this? 

“I can’t let you escape,” he said in the softest voice. “I’d be sent to... 
well, you know where.” He stepped away, shuffling his feet awkwardly, and 
then he hastened to the stove and plated a thick slice of toasted bread and a 
hunk of cheese. “Here.” He set it on the table, and then refilled her cup and 
set it next to the plate. 

Claire stared at the food and walked to the table. She didn’t think it was 
a trick. She looked up at Liam, her brows knitting together, wondering. 

He looked back at her with softer eyes now, giving away the slightest 
hint of emotion. Perhaps there was a soul inside, somewhere. 

“Why?” Claire asked, her voice clotting on the word, leaving it stuck in 
her throat. 

Liam opened his lips as if to speak, and then closed them and turned 
away. He went to the window and peered out, keeping an eye on her as 
well. “Just hurry,” he said. 

Claire, gripping the back of the chair to hold herself steady, bit her lip 
and glanced at the door. 

“Don’t,” Liam said. He shook his head slightly, a warning. “You won’t 
make it.” 

She swallowed hard, the food wavering in front of her. She knew Liam 
was right. She wasn’t strong enough. But maybe she could build up her 
strength again. 

She tugged on the chair, straining to slide it back, and then sat down. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. She ate. 

Liam watched her out of the corner of his eye. 


When she finished, she asked, “Is it all right if I stand?” 

“Sure,” he said. “Stay over there, though.” 

She nodded, and stretched her muscles carefully. 

From the back part of the house came a thump. Liam tensed 
immediately, and then relaxed. 

“Bethesda?” Claire whispered, ready to hide. 

“No.” 

Claire’s eyes widened. She had suspected something for days, whenever 
she’d heard people moving about. “Is someone else . . . here?” 

Liam looked at her. 

“Liam,” Claire said, “is it Gunnar?” 

After a moment, Liam nodded so slightly that Claire almost didn’t see it. 

A sigh escaped her. She closed her eyes and brought her hands to her 
face, shaking her head, wondering what would become of them all. The 
situation was beyond hope. And then she turned, dejected, went back to her 
pantry cell, and sat on the floor, placing the gag back into her mouth, and 
waited for Liam to tie her up again. 


Descent 


The next day Alex was no closer to a solution. While Sean, Meghan, Henry, 
and the Silents began stacking frozen creatures to make a stairway to the 
top of the wall, Alex made the rounds of the Unwanteds, trying to boost 
morale and offer help in any way he could. 

“We need more water,” grumbled a woman on the beach. “The ration 
you’re giving us is worse than in Quill.” 

“Pm starving,” a man said. “I haven’t eaten a thing in two days.” 

“This place is a disaster,” voiced a group of Unwanted boys from Alex’s 
year. A few of them jeered. Cole Wickett took Alex aside. “Come on, 
Alex,” he said earnestly. “You’ve got to do something. People are going to 
leave, you know?” 

Alex pressed his lips together. So far today he had taken a number of 
verbal beatings from the people of Artimé, and he was beginning to feel 
defensive and desperate. “I know,” he said. “We’re doing everything we 
can. I don’t know what else to say.” 

Cole shook his head. “I’m sorry, Al, but . . . ” He looked around at all the 
Unwanteds, some weak and ill, sprawled on the ground, others grumbling 
in small groups, and still others lining the shore trying desperately to catch 
fish, with little success. “This place is starting to remind me of the Ancients 
Sector. Somebody’s got to step it up here. Fast.” 

And it’s obviously not you. Cole didn’t say it, but it was implied. Alex 
felt the hopelessness of it all pulling him down, and at the same time a wave 
of reckless anger rushed up from his collarbone and he threw his hands up 
in the air. “Well, maybe you should be in charge, then. I never wanted this 
job, you know.” His mouth twisted against his will. “What do you want me 
to do, anyway? What exactly does everybody expect me to do?” 

Cole’s eyes widened in alarm. “Alex... ,” he began. 

“Tt’s not my fault this happened.” Alex said. “It’s Mr. Today’s fault. 
How”—his voice quavered with pent-up anger—“how could he have done 
this to us? To all of us? How could he have left Artimé so . . . so unstable 
that it would disappear if he died?” 

“Calm down, Alex—” 


But Alex wouldn’t stop, even though he couldn’t believe his horrible 
thoughts, his sharp words against their beloved mage. “Don’t tell me to 
calm down. This is not a calm situation! Answer me—I’m serious. What 
kind of leader would do that? Did he think he was invincible?” Alex was 
horrified at himself for asking the questions that had been plaguing him, but 
he felt helpless to stop them. “And now I’m the one who’s supposed to fix 
it? I’m, like, practically still a kid. It’s so not okay that he left me with this. 
It’s a disaster!” he cried. “It’s not fair!” He grasped Cole’s arm and shook it. 
“Can you see what I’m saying? I’m saying I can’t just fix this. I can’t. I 
tried—I’m trying, and I'll keep trying. But as of right now, I can’t figure it 
out, okay?” 

Cole just stood there, color rising to his cheeks. Then he deliberately 
removed Alex’s hand from his arm, stepped back, and wiped his sleeve. 
“Oo-kay,” he said, his voice cold. He turned to his friends, who had stopped 
complaining long enough to listen. Cole nodded in the direction of the 
entrance to Quill and started walking away. To his friends he said, “Come 
on, guys. I know where we can get some food.” 

Alex’s mouth dropped open. “Whoa,” he said. “Wait. Seriously? You’re 
going to be slaves to them again? You’re disgusting!” He kicked the 
cracked earth and spun around. “Cowards. I can’t believe this.” 

“Whatever, Alex,” Cole called over his shoulder. He went through the 
gate, the others following him into Quill. 

Alex raked his fingers through his hair and cursed under his breath. Now 
he was driving people away. 





Exodus 


Not far away in the yard, next to Jim the winged tortoise, stood Sky, on a 
break from stacking stiff, lifeless beavops, watching her new friend Alex 
fall apart. When she escaped from Warbler, she never once imagined that 
she would find a place where things were actually worse than what she’d 
endured. 

She took a few steps through the crowd toward Alex, thinking she might 
be able to offer some form of comfort, when she saw Carina Fathom walk 
up to him. Sky admired Carina’s pixie haircut and spunky style. But she 
slowed and then stopped when she saw Carina’s face, which looked very 
serious. 

“Alex,” Carina said, looking up at him. She held young Seth on one hip 
and a knapsack over the opposite shoulder. 

Alex turned, an almost bewildered look on his face. “Oh, hi,” he said. 
“What’s up?” 

She took a deep breath. “Alex, I’m sorry.” 

He frowned. “Why?” 

“Because I... we... need to go. I’m sorry.” She pinched her lips 
together and didn’t look away. “We’re going. Leaving.” 

The color drained from Alex’s face. He looked away quickly and took in 
a sharp breath, letting it out slowly through pursed lips. He squeezed his 
eyes shut, and then opened them again and looked back at the young 
woman. “You’re leaving.” He nodded, a little too swiftly, looking at the 
baby. “Of course you are. You have to.” He absently reached out and 
smoothed the listless baby’s hair. It was damp with sweat. Alex dropped his 
arm, like lead, to his side. “To your mother’s, I suppose,” he mused, almost 
to himself. 

“No. She’s, you know. Back in the palace, and I—” 

“Of course,” Alex murmured. “I— How could I forget?” 

“I’ve changed my name, you know,” Carina blurted out. 

“Oh?” 

“To Holiday. Carina Holiday, that is. I mean, I can’t—I won’t have her 
name anymore.” 


“I see.” His words were feeble, like unstable puffs of air. “A bit ironic, 
that name,” he said, looking past Carina now, to the sea. “Holiday. Day of 
the Purge and all that.” 

“Tt’s—yes, it is. Intentionally so.” She shifted the baby higher on her hip. 

Alex looked at her again as if he was finally seeing her. “Can I help you? 
Carry something, I mean? I’m sorry, I should have—” 

“No,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I’m used to it. I just... I 
should go.” 

Alex nodded. “Well.” He opened his lanky arms awkwardly and hugged 
her. 

Carina patted his back. “I’m sorry,” she said again. 

He shook his head and gave her a sad smile. “Don’t—it’s okay. Thank 
you for everything. I mean it.” 

“PII be back.” 

“I know.” 

They stood face-to-face a moment longer, and then Carina nodded once. 
“Okay, then.” She hesitated a second more, and then set off. “You’ll figure 
it out, you know. The clue,” she called over her shoulder. “You will. I’m 
sure of it. Good-bye for now, brave Alex Stowe.” She grinned. 

Alex nodded. He lifted his hand. “Good-bye, Carina Holiday.” 

He watched her go. 

As she reached the gate, she paused, turned once again, and tilted her 
head. “I don’t think it’s the islands,” she called. And then she shrugged and 
smiled. “For whatever that’s worth.” 

With that, she disappeared around the wall. 

When Alex’s shoulders slumped and he turned away, dead-eyed, Sky 
was there. 





At the Palace Gate 


The High Priest Aaron donned his inherited black robe and made his way 
down the long driveway to the portcullis. He was flanked by four guards 
who carried rusty spearlike weapons in case the Necessaries acted up. 

The workers stood waiting with shovels, picks, and some makeshift 
equipment. 

“Release the lock,” Aaron said to his guards. Without so much as a 
glance at the Necessaries outside the gate, Aaron motioned to them and 
said, “Follow me.” One of Aaron’s guards unlocked the gate and the 
Necessaries streamed in. Aaron led them up the drive, to the forty-foot wall 
outside his palace office window. 

“I want you to make a hole through the wall here, like a large doorway,” 
he said. “As tall and wide as the door to the palace.” He turned and looked 
at the dim-witted Necessaries to see if they understood. When he got to the 
last of them, his jaw slacked and he paled a shade, or perhaps two, but only 
someone who knew him well would have noticed. He held the unblinking 
man’s gaze for a moment, and then nodded slightly and turned back to the 
first one. “Are you in charge here?” he barked. 

“Y-yes, Associate High Priest,” the man said. 

“High Priest Aaron,” corrected one of the guards. 

The Necessary nodded, saying nothing. 

“Well,” Aaron said, impatient, “do you understand? Do you have any 
questions?” 

The man was so flustered he didn’t say a word. 

“No?” Aaron continued. “Fine, then. You’ll work until it’s dark.” He 
didn’t wait for the man to respond. Instead Aaron gathered his cloak, 
whipping it around with a flourish, and stomped away to the palace. 

“Secretary!” he yelled, even before he’d fully made it inside. 
“Secretary!” 

There was a scuffle of shoes on echoing steps. A moment later, Eva 
Fathom rounded the corner and nearly bumped into Aaron. 

“Yes?” she said, a bit breathless. 

“Where did you find these workers?” 


“Well, logically, I went to the Ancients Sector. The workers there have 
shovels and other tools, and they’re accustomed to that sort of hard work. Is 
there a problem?” 

Aaron narrowed his eyes at the woman, never quite sure if he could trust 
her. “And did you not ask them their names?” 

“I spoke only to the one in charge. He rounded up the others.” She held 
her chin steady and didn’t look away. 

Aaron studied her face for a long moment. Then he nodded his 
acceptance of her story. “That’s all for now,” he said. He pushed past her 
and went to his office, closing the door firmly, leaving Eva Fathom tapping 
her lips. 

Aaron hung up his cloak and went to the window once more, looking out 
over the driveway at the men, who stood measuring and marking off a 
doorway on the wall using spit and dust, and then taking their tools and 
whacking them against the wall. 

The one man in particular seemed to be pounding especially hard. He 
reached down to the pile of tools and found a thin piece of metal. Shoving it 
into the crack between two blocks of cement, he picked up a mallet, pulled 
back, and pounded the piece of metal with all his might, over and over until 
the block began to move. 

The others, including the leader of the party, watched for a moment and 
then followed his example. Aaron frowned, and hollered once again, 
“Secretary!” 

But this time there was no answer. Instead he saw Eva Fathom climb into 
the backseat of a Quillitary vehicle, which choked and slowly chugged its 
way down the hill, belching black smoke at the men, who had managed to 
remove a few blocks. 

Aaron’s attention turned to the beautiful view of the water through the 
hole in the wall, and he wondered once again how in the world Justine 
could have wanted to hide Quill from that. A prick of fear gnawed at him. 
There had to be a reason. 


oo¢ 


Eva Fathom, in the backseat of the rusty old vehicle, bounced along with a 
hint of a smile on her wrinkled lips, having quite possibly heard the high 
priest’s last bellow but dodging it all the same. She had better jobs to do 
than run around chasing after things for a teenage boy. 


The driver soon pulled up to the Haluki house, and the smile left Eva’s 
face. She got out of the vehicle, went to the door, and opened it without 
knocking. She went inside. 

“Good morning, Bethesda. Liam.” She spoke more loudly than she 
needed to. “How are the prisoners today? Not trying anything tricky, I 
hope.” She rounded the corner to Haluki’s old office. “Is Claire Morning 
giving you any trouble in the pantry?” she called out. 

Bethesda frowned in Liam’s direction. 

“Pll go quiet her down,” Liam said, standing up. “She’s old. Must be 
getting deaf,” he whispered. He caught up to Eva in the short hallway. 
“No,” he said to Eva. “She’s fine.” 

“Too weak by now to try anything,” Eva said, almost as a question. 

“I suppose so.” 

“Tsk.” Eva shook her head and leaned toward Liam, lowering her voice. 
“I can’t say I understand why we’re keeping them trapped like this. We 
should either kill them or let them go.” She looked at the man. “Don’t you 
agree?” 

“I—” He shrugged, noncommittal. 

“Do you think we should kill them, then?” Eva looked at him for a long 
moment, trying to gauge his loyalties. If anyone were going to cave in, it 
would be him. 

He shifted his weight uncomfortably and looked away, and Eva had her 
answer. 


Finding the Dots 


The clue from Mr. Today became a song in Alex’s head, and even though 
music was still new and wonderful to Alex, this clue became the kind of 
annoying song that sometimes got stuck in his brain and left him wishing he 
could forget it. Trying to get some sleep on the hard ground, Alex couldn’t 
get the words out of his head, so at last he got up, picked his way to 
Florence, and climbed up to the roof. 

Sean Ranger was there already. 

“Hey,” Alex said. 

Sean offered a bleak smile. “You okay?” He’d heard about Carina 
Holiday leaving them. 

Alex was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “Sometimes I don’t 
know if we’re going to make it.” 

“Yeah, I know,” Sean said. “Carina will be back, though.” 

Deep down, Alex thought that Carina would probably not be back at all. 
“Does she have any other . . . family? Out there?” he asked, meaning Quill. 

“No.” Sean pulled a thin, whittled stick from his pocket and began to 
clean his teeth. “You knew her husband, Seth, was killed in the first battle, 
didn’t you? Before the baby was born. He’s named for his father.” 

Alex looked at Sean. “I—I didn’t know her then.” He’d wondered about 
it, but Carina never spoke of the past or about the baby’s father, so Alex 
assumed she didn’t want to talk about it. Now Alex felt even more terrible. 

“She’s a really strong person,” Sean said. “I admire her. I remember her 
from Quill—she’s just a few years ahead of me, you know. When she was 
Purged, she had this look on her face like she was going to get revenge on 
everybody one day.” 

Alex laughed softly. “I believe that.” 

“She’ ll do it, too.” 

Alex nodded. 

“I remembered that when my name was announced. I wanted to be like 
her.” 

“You are. In a lot of ways.” 

Sean shrugged. “Thanks.” 


The song played in Alex’s head during the silence that followed, and he 
recalled Carina’s parting words. “She said she didn’t think the dots were the 
islands.” 

Sean was quiet for a long moment. “Well, she has really good instincts. 
She might be right.” He glanced at the wall, where two days’ worth of effort 
stacking the creatures had gotten them nearly to the top of it. “I reckon Pll 
continue the project, though.” 

“Yes, definitely. We don’t have anything else to go on.” 

Just then a face peeked up over the edge of the roof. Alex smiled. “Come 
on up,” he said. “We’re just talking.” 

Sky climbed up and sat next to Alex. All three lay on their backs or 
rested on their elbows, staring at the night sky. 

Sean frowned. “Do you think the dots... ” 

Alex looked at him. “What?” 

Sean sat up, peering intently at the sky. “Do you think the dots are the 
stars?” 

Sky sat up too. 

Alex shook his head. “I thought about that. But the sky is always 
changing. The stars don’t stay in the same place all the time. So if we’re 
supposed to follow a line of stars, how would we know what time of night 
to do it, or what time of the year they would all line up in the right part of 
the sky?” 

“Oh. Good point.” Sean sighed. 

The Silent girl slumped. 

“What if the dots weren’t actually, you know, outside?” Sean asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Are there any dots in the shack, like on the walls or anything?” Sean 
leaned back on his elbows. 

“Not that I noticed. Believe me, I looked everywhere. I see dots 
swimming in front of my eyes constantly.” 

Sky sat up again and stared out across the sea. 

“Something in Artimé, maybe?” 

Alex was quiet, considering that. He’d dismissed the idea once before, 
but now he couldn’t remember why. “I don’t know,” he mused. “Maybe. 
Like what?” He pictured the lounge, the theater, the mansion, the library. 
“Books could be dots, maybe.” But then he shook his head. “No, Mr. Today 
would be more clever with his clue if he meant books. Maybe there was 


something in his office.” Alex felt a sharp pang of sadness. “If Samheed 
were here,” he said, “he might remember.” But no one else remaining had 
ever set foot in Mr. Today’s office as far as Alex knew. Not even Mr. 
Appleblossom. It was depressing. 

“What about the black-and-white tiles in the entrance to the mansion? Or 
statues in the hallways? Or—” 

Alex slapped his forehead. “No. Now I remember why I don’t think the 
dots are inside Artimé. It’s because we can’t magnify or focus on anything 
that doesn’t exist. Which seems to be our biggest dead end.” 

“Right,” Sean muttered. “Sorry. I’m not thinking straight.” They lapsed 
into their thoughts. 

Sky closed her eyes, thinking hard. And then her lids popped open and 
she turned toward Alex and gripped his leg. 

He looked at her, alarmed. “What is it?” 

Her hands flew through the air, speaking a language Alex didn’t know. 

“Whoa,” he said. “Slow down.” 

But Sky wasn’t slowing. Her face was wildly animated, her golden- 
orange eyes bright, her actions exaggerated—all indicating that something 
very important was happening, but Alex couldn’t figure it out. 

“Pm sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry, I can’t understand—” He bit his lip, 
frustrated, then glanced at Sean. “Any idea?” 

“No,” Sean said quietly, his eyes intent on the girl. “But now she’s 
getting frustrated with us.” 

Sky rolled her eyes and gripped her hair, pulling her head down to her 
bent knees, shaking her head from side to side. Finally she sat up again and 
faced the two. She took a deep breath, and then calmly held up a hand, first 
to Alex, then to Sean. 

“Stay here?” Alex guessed. 

The Silent girl nodded wildly. 

“Okay,” Alex said, relieved to have gotten something right. “We’ll stay 
here.” 

Sky pointed to herself, then pointed away, then pointed to herself again, 
then at the roof. 

“She’s going to leave and come back,” Alex interpreted. “Right?” 

The Silent girl rewarded Alex with a beautiful smile that made his 
stomach flip. She touched her nose and pointed at him, nodding. And then, 


after one more reminder to the boys to stay put, she scrambled down 
Florence to the ground. 


A Little Help 


Sky returned a few minutes later, just as the eastern edge of the morning sky 
turned orange. She was carrying something on her shoulder, gripping it 
tightly with one hand as she maneuvered her way up the statue. Alex 
reached down to help her up. 

She held the miniature mansion that she’d found the first day, a replica 
of the true mansion, and she handed it to him with pride. 

“Oh!” Alex grinned and took it, careful not to tip it. “Did I ever show 
you this?” he asked Sean. “Sky found it our first day here inside a cupboard 
in the shack. I think it’s a model that Mr. Today made as he was planning 
what Artimé would look like. Can’t you just picture him sculpting this little 
miniature mansion and dreaming about creating it?” 

Sean squinted in the dark. “Sweet,” he said under his breath. He looked 
into the windows, opened and closed the doors. “There’s a mini Florence 
and a mini Simber,” he said with a hint of glee in his voice. “And look! A 
platyprot wandering the hallway. This is the best toy ever.” 

The Silent girl waved her hand in front of their faces. They looked up. 
She stared at them as if they were stupid, then pointed to the mini mansion. 
She tapped the air several times and shrugged. 

“Dots? Oh! Now we can see if there are any dots. I get it.” Alex smiled 
at Sky. “Good idea.” He said it almost like it was a silly thought. Like the 
girl had made a big deal out of nothing. 

She glared as Sean and Alex explored the miniature, pointing out the 
tubes and the giant kitchen, their mouths watering at the thought of all the 
food they could eat if only they had Artimé back. They stared at the black- 
and-white squares on the floor, but decided they weren’t really dotlike. 

A steadily growing light filled the skies, and the sleeping Unwanteds 
began to stir. After a few minutes, Sean yawned and stretched, saying it was 
his turn to sleep inside the shack on the sofa, and he wasn’t about to give up 
that luxury. 

After Sean was gone, Alex looked at Sky, his eyelids heavy from lack of 
Sleep. “Thanks for finding this,” he said. “I didn’t really see any dots, 
though. But it was a good idea.” He set the model mansion on a flat part of 


the roof and lay down next to it. “I’m going to try to grab an hour of sleep 
here before it gets hot,” he mumbled, and he closed his eyes. 

The Silent girl frowned. She watched the sunrise, the words of Mr. 
Today’s clue running through her head. She crawled over to the little 
mansion and looked inside. She didn’t see any dots either. 

Alex groaned in his sleep. The girl watched him for a moment. His 
clothes were ragged and dusty, his face smudged with dirt, his hair a tangled 
nest of dark brown curls. His chest rose and fell, rose and fell; he was 
finally getting some rest. Maybe it would help him think more clearly. The 
girl reached out a tentative hand and pushed aside a lock of his hair that had 
fallen in his face. And then she closed her eyes and made a wish for him to 
receive every good thing he needed to save his people . . . and himself. 

When she opened her eyes, she was struck by another thought. A thought 
so simple she was surprised that no one had come up with it yet. She bit her 
lip as she mentally reviewed the clue, and she came to the same conclusion 
as before. And so it was that Sky climbed down Florence with an idea and 
went in search of the two people who would be the most helpful to her. 





Magnify, Focus, Every One 


Alex had tried not to spend much time thinking about Samheed and Lani. 
Everything in front of him was desperate enough to keep him barely able to 
function. Thinking about them, knowing he could do nothing to save them, 
would only put him over the edge. He had lots to do here before he could go 
there, so he chose to concentrate on one thing at a time. 

But his dreams didn’t care for that logic. He fell hard into crazy dreams 
of them—dreams of Lani and how nice his skin felt when she touched his 
arm, but then she turned around and cast a nasty spell on him, forcing him 
to fall face-first into his soup while the walls of Quill crumbled around him. 
Dreams of Samheed and him working together to take down the Quill 
leaders with magic spells, followed by an angry Samheed shoving Alex into 
the glass partition in Mr. Today’s mostly secret hallway, the glass shattering 
and giving Alex a thousand cuts, the noise ringing out. 

He startled awake, breathing hard, and sat up, trying to get his bearings. 
Sweat dripped down his cheek from where it had been planted against his 
forearm. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, his stomach 
cramping from hunger and his heart aching from missing his friends. He 
longed for the safety of Mr. Today’s office, hidden from most of the world. 
Unlike here, where he was surrounded by people every second of every day. 

The song in his head started again. Follow the dots, follow the dots, 
follow the dots. It was more frustrating than he ever could have imagined. 
“Mr. Today, please,” he muttered, “please help me out here. Where are your 
ridiculous dots?” 

And just as he said it in such a fashion, thinking of them as Mr. Today’s 
dots rather than the world’s dots, it struck him like a magical glass wall to 
the face. “His office,’ he muttered, his eyes darting left and right as he 
pictured it. “Dots. Mr. Today’s dots.” He scrambled to look at the miniature 
mansion, and lifted the roof clean off so he could stare into Mr. Today’s 
office unhindered. 

And there on the walls they were. Only they were the tiniest replicas of 
already tiny dots grouped together, so tiny they could hardly be seen, and 
instead the masses of dots looked like blobs. “That hideous artwork,” he 


whispered, remembering how he’d noticed the odd series of paintings while 
waiting for Mr. Today. The words rang true and sounded right and solid in 
his head, so he said it again, louder. “That hideous artwork. It’s the artwork! 
Great protuberating conch shells!” 

With a shaky hand, Alex reached into the office and tried carefully to 
pluck one of the dot paintings from the wall, but it was stuck fast. He pulled 
his hand back and looked around the room. There were five paintings with 
unattractive dot designs, all hanging on one wall. “Clever beast,” Alex said. 
“But what am I supposed to do with them?” 

As he lay on his stomach, peering into Mr. Today’s office, he heard a 
noise at the edge of the roof. Sky, Crow, and Henry Haluki clambered up. 
Sky had a wide grin on her face and pointed to Henry. 

“Hi, guys,” Alex said. “I don’t have time for games now—I think I—” 
He stopped speaking when he saw the Silent girl’s fiery glare. “I mean...” 

“Alex,” Henry said, “Sky figured out part of your clue! And I’m the only 
one who can help you.” He grinned slyly. “Magnify. Because remember I 
have this?” From his trouser pocket he pulled his magnifying glass, one of 
the few items that had transported unharmed from Artimé when the world 
disappeared, because it had been in Henry’s pocket during that time. It had 
been handy for starting fires. And now it was going to be even more useful. 

Alex’s jaw slacked. But Henry kept talking. 

“I didn’t think about it when we thought the dots were islands, because 
obviously,” he said with a bit of a swagger, “this glass can’t work from so 
far away. But Sky thought there was more to this little mansion. So do you 
want me to start magnifying things?” 

Alex stared at the magnifying glass, and then he looked at the Silent girl. 
He felt the corners of his lips tug into a wispy smile as he processed the 
news. “Just before you got here, I figured out where the dots are,” he said. 
He shook his head. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it earlier. The clue is 
totally literal. The dots aren’t islands or stars or trees. They’re dots! They’re 
actual pictures of dots!” He pointed at the office wall. “And you guys just 
figured out the next part.” He grinned like a maniac. 

Henry reluctantly handed over the magnifying glass. “I guess you know 
what you’re looking for.” 

Alex took it and gripped the boy’s shoulder. “This is all thanks to you, 
Henry.” He looked up at Sky and winked. She blushed. Alex held the 
magnifying glass up and leaned toward the first painting, his hands still 


quivering. He moved the glass until he could see the dots just as he 
remembered them. And then he blinked. “Okay,” he said. “I magnified. I 
focused. And . . . I see dots.” He looked over at the others. “Now what?” 

The two Silents and Henry looked at one another and back at Alex. All 
three shrugged. “Aren’t there any clues?” Henry asked. 

“I don’t see any. I just see dots.” 

“Well, try the next one.” 

Alex looked at the next painting the same way. Again he saw dots and 
nothing more. He moved on to the next, and the next, until he had 
magnified and focused on all of them. “They’re all just dots,” he said. 
“They aren’t in the shape of anything. They’re just random.” 

“Let me see,” Henry said. “Maybe you’re doing it wrong.” He grabbed 
the glass and peered into it. 

“Yeah,” Alex said sarcastically, “you’re probably right. You have to 
really know how to use one of those things.” 

Sky laughed, her shoulders shaking. Alex made a face at her, then 
reluctantly laughed too. 

Henry went through the same procedure as Alex, growing more and 
more perturbed. “There’s nothing there,” he declared after a while. 

“Thanks a lot, Aristotle,” Alex said. 

Henry proceeded to magnify everything else in Mr. Today’s office and in 
all the other rooms and hallways—the floors, walls, ceilings, staircases, and 
even statues. It took him well over a quarter of an hour to declare that there 
were no clues whatsoever hidden in the miniature mansion. 

Crow poked Henry in the ribs. He looked bored. He pointed to the shack 
and raised an eyebrow. 

Henry shrugged and nodded. 

“Can I hold on to your magnifying glass for a bit?” Alex asked. 

Henry considered the request, looking doubtful, but then Sky clasped her 
hands around Henry’s and offered up a pleading smile. “Oh, all right,” he 
said. He gave it to Alex. “Don’t break it.” 

“Yes, boss,” Alex said, rumpling the younger boy’s hair, and then he 
pretended to drop it. 

Henry glared, but then Crow tugged at his shirt, and off they went, Crow 
signing rapidly to his sister, to which she nodded her approval. And Alex 
and Sky were alone once more. 


Alex sighed heavily. “We’re back to having nothing.” He wiped sweat 
off his forehead with his sleeve, and then he looked over his shoulder at 
Warbler Island. His recent dreams had him thinking of his friends more 
urgently than ever. After a minute, he turned back to the girl and squeezed 
his eyes shut to stop them from burning, pressing his fingers into the 
corners as if that would hide the defeat in them. He shook his head and 
whispered into his hands, “I honestly don’t know how much more of this I 
can take.” 





Patience 


After the wave of emotion passed, Alex looked up at Sky. “Sorry about 
that,” he said with a crooked smile. “Apparently you’re the one who always 
gets to see the real me.” After a moment he hung his head. “Sorry I didn’t 
take you seriously at first. That was not very cool of me.” 

The Silent girl’s lips twitched. She moved closer and took Alex’s hand, 
and for a moment he forgot to breathe. Without thinking, he brushed a 
finger across her cheek, wiping away a smudge of dust. “You’re pretty... 
awesome,” he said. Saying it made him feel like a dolt, but she didn’t laugh. 
She blinked and looked down as the blush rose to her cheeks. He didn’t 
know why she made him feel so weird. Maybe because she seemed to 
understand so well all the anxiety he was feeling, all the responsibility. And 
all the pain, too. Whatever it was about her, it was starting to make him act 
like a total dork. Maybe it was because he liked her both as a friend and as a 
girl. Kind of like Lani, only this girl was... 

His eyes sprang open, and he pulled his hand from hers. What was he 
doing? What would Meghan think if she saw him holding hands with Sky? 
How could he do that when Lani was out there somewhere, probably 
suffering? A couple days ago he didn’t even know this girl’s name! 

He scrambled to pick up the magnifying glass. “Uhhh . . . here,” Alex 
said, shoving it at her. “You want to try?” 

She looked startled for a moment, and perhaps a bit annoyed, but then 
nodded and took it. Kneeling, she magnified one of the pictures. Then 
another, and another, concentrating harder on each one, but nothing came of 
it. Finally, on the fourth picture, she really looked at the dots. Was there 
something they weren’t seeing? She gazed at the picture for several 
moments, looking at the pattern of the colors, the various sizes of the dots. 
Some were open circles, and some were solid, filled in. She let her mind 
wander and kept her gaze unwavering. And then she reeled back and almost 
dropped the glass. 

“What? What is it? Did you see something?” Alex gripped her shoulder, 
nothing but business now. 


She nodded. She tried to trace what she had seen on the palm of her 
hand, but gave up and instead waved Alex to slide in next to her, which he 
did. She held up a finger, squeezed his shoulders, and wiped a hand across 
his furrowed brow, trying to tell him to relax. She breathed in and out, then 
tapped his chest so he would do it too. 

“Okay, okay. I get it. I need to be calm. I was watching you, you know.” 

Sky nodded and held up the glass to the fourth painting. She pointed two 
fingers to her eyes, then to the painting, encircling it to indicate he should 
focus on the big picture, not just the center of it. 

“Got it,” he said. He took a deep breath, let it out, and gazed calmly at 
the picture. He let his eyes blur just slightly as he looked at the dots. He 
noticed they were all different sizes, and some were a solid color while 
others were just rings. He stared and stared, and when the girl next to him 
shifted and her shoulder brushed against his, he stopped thinking about how 
important it was to get this clue and started thinking about what it would 
feel like to kiss a girl on the lips, not that he ever would, but maybe 
someday, and then he wondered if she thought he was cute, even though he 
was really a mess after weeks of cleaning up in seawater, and then without 
even realizing it, before his very eyes, the dots began to shimmer and move. 

Alex was so startled that he gasped and stopped relaxing, and the dots 
went back the way they were. “Bricks and mortar!” he cried. “Something 
almost happened.” He focused again. 

The girl gripped his knee, excited, and that was enough to distract poor 
Alex in such a way that the dots began to shimmer and move again very 
soon. He stayed very still, and within seconds all the purple dots had moved 
to form letters, and the letters solidified and popped out from the painting 
one at a time, kind of like a 3-D door when you finally get it right. It was 
almost as if Alex could reach out and grab the letter blocks. But the most 
hopeful and exciting thing happened when the letters stopped popping, 
because they twirled around like they were dancing, and they rearranged 
themselves until the letters spelled a word. 

And that word was “BREATHE.” 


The Sun Also Rises 


On the cool stone floor of their prison, Samheed and Lani huddled together 
to try to sleep. 

“When it’s cold like this, I bet it’s nighttime,” Samheed tapped into 
Lani’s hand, but she didn’t answer. She was already asleep. Samheed 
uttered a silent sigh. He was uncomfortable with Lani’s head resting on his 
upper arm, treating it as a pillow, and he debated whether he could slide his 
arm out without disturbing her or letting go of her hand. They were tethered 
by a promise. Their hands weren’t tied together by anything but fear of the 
other being snatched away. They didn’t know who could see them or if 
someone—or a whole roomful of people—might even be standing a few 
feet away. It was a creepy feeling. Samheed shivered and tried to stop 
thinking about it. 

Soon enough Sam knew he had to either pull his arm out from under 
Lani’s head or lose a limb due to lack of circulation, so he nudged Lani and 
yanked his arm away, stopping in time to catch her head in his hand. He set 
her head gently on the stone floor and freed his fingers from her hair, then 
instinctively smoothed it away from her face, knowing how much it tickled 
his own nose when she flung it about. He found the most comfortable 
position under the circumstances and took a fresh grasp of Lani’s fingers 
while he waited for the numbness in his arm to subside. Eventually his lids 
drooped, and he slept too. 


When Lani awoke, she didn’t bother to open her eyes—what was the point? 
Instead she readjusted her grip on Samheed’s hand and rolled to her side, 
pushing her back against his to try to warm it. Under different 
circumstances, she might delight in holding a boy’s hand for an extended 
period of time, even if it wasn’t Alex, because it was a new feeling, and 
Lani was nothing if not an explorer of new things. But there came a time 
when enough was enough, and after what must have been many days, even 
weeks, she was so tired of holding Samheed’s hand that she sometimes 
squeezed it very hard to try and get some of her frustrations out. 


The crazy thing was that Sam, who was such a hothead when she first 
met him, didn’t seem to mind. He let it happen, knowing there was no other 
way to express emotions in their mute world. He’d squeeze back, but not 
like one might expect Samheed to squeeze when angry, so it never hurt 
Lani. Something had changed in him since his early days in Artimé. He’d 
grown mellower. Lani liked that. She liked it a lot. 

She sniffed deeply, trying to determine if anyone had brought food 
recently. Smelling nothing, she scooted over, rolled to her back, and slowly 
let her eyelids open. 

She frowned. And then she sat up. She craned her neck, squinting, 
turning her head all around, and frowned again. And then she pounded 
Samheed’s arm. 

Her heart raced, and she pounded him again, and then began to tap into 
his hand, “Wake up! I think... ” 

He didn’t move, so she pounded him harder until he moved and sat up. 

She began again. “Something’s different. Can you”—she paused, not 
quite sure—“see? A little bit?” 

Samheed turned his head about, and Lani almost thought she saw a 
shadow, or a silhouette of his face. “I can see you!” she tapped. “Sam!” 

“No,” he tapped. “I can’t.” He turned toward her, but she couldn’t make 
out his features at all. He was just an outline, black on dark gray. A moment 
passed. “Nothing,” he tapped slowly. “Are you sure?” 

Lani strained her eyes, and the usual blackness was definitely gray now. 
She could see Samheed’s profile, and a blob not far away—the bucket of 
water. “It’s very faint,” she tapped. “Gray instead of black. Outlines. The 
bucket.” She turned toward him. “Pll touch your nose,” she said, and 
reached out toward the line where gray became black along his profile and 
the tip of his nose was apparent. Her finger landed on it, and she could feel 
him breathe in surprise. 

“I...” he began to tap, and shook his head. His heart twisted as he 
yearned to see anything, but all was still black. “Still nothing,” he finally 
tapped. 

In wonder, just barely able to see the outline of him, Lani guided her 
finger down his nose, across his cheek, and then she squeezed his shoulder. 
Tears jumped to her eyes as the world lightened before her at the slowest 
possible pace. “I can see you,” her lips mouthed, but she didn’t tap it. 
Instead she tapped, “I’m sorry.” 


Samheed was still for a moment, and Lani watched him bring his free 
hand to his bowed head. She could almost feel his longing. Then he 
dropped his hand to his lap, deadweight, and tapped, “Tell me everything 
you see. And—” He stopped. 

Lani waited. “And?” 

Samheed turned his blind eyes toward her. She could see the outline of 
his body, feel his breath on her bare arm, his hand on her knee. Slowly, 
softly, he tapped, “Please don’t leave me.” 


Together, Apart 


Lani squeezed Samheed’s arm. “Of course I won’t leave you!” she tapped. 
She flung her arms around his neck, surprising him, catching him off 
balance. He righted himself and, after a second, hugged her tightly, 
squeezing his eyes shut and biting the inside of his cheek, wishing he 
weren’t so helpless. He hated this feeling—had always hated it. Before 
today he could be thankful that Lani couldn’t see the fear on his face, but 
now ... He didn’t want to have to count on anybody at any time, not after 
all that had happened to him. 

But when he was truthful with himself, and when he remembered that 
Lani hadn’t left him the last time she’d had a chance, while he lay helpless 
and knocked out on a table, and when he thought about the past weeks in 
this stupid, horrible cave of darkness and silence, no one coming to their 
rescue, only Lani there, and the two in turn acting both vulnerable and 
strong, he knew that Lani was probably the one and only person in the 
whole world with whom he could truly let down his guard. 

He clutched at her, devastated that she could see shadows and he 
couldn’t, yet trying not to lose hope. If she could see, she could try to 
escape. But if she had to drag him with her, he was only a liability. And 
despite her response, despite knowing deep down that she wouldn’t leave 
him willingly, he was still scared beyond anything he’d ever been through 
—hbeyond the Purge, beyond the battle, beyond the excruciating 
implantation of the necklace of thorns. Samheed was frightened that 
something would separate them, and that he would be left blind, deaf, mute, 
and alone in this stark cave once again, this time forever. 

Lani’s lips parted in surprise when Samheed didn’t let go of her. And 
even though she’d been concentrating, straining her eyes to see more and 
more as the light slowly increased, something in her stomach flitted about 
just then, and she became highly aware of Sam’s warm cheek against hers. 
She swallowed hard and her breathing grew shallower, almost as if she was 
afraid her intake of air would disturb the moment or cause Sam to come to 
his senses and let go. But he didn’t. Lani’s eyes fluttered closed, and she 
turned her attention from things she could barely see to things intangible 


and invisible inside of her, and for the briefest of moments, the two 
breathed together in time. 

When they drew apart at last, it was with a somber realization that they 
were alone in this strange and horrible world, and that hope for rescue was 
waning. That despite the trauma and horror of their predicament, all they 
had was the person sitting next to them. And all they could do was wait for 
Alex. 

But Alex hadn’t come. 

Neither needed to say it. They sat side by side, backs against the wall, 
fingers intertwined, with no pressing need for sight or sound in this 
moment, as long as they had each other. 

It was perhaps an hour later that a towering shadow darkened the 
brightening space in front of Lani. She startled with force and scrambled 
closer to Samheed, gripping his hand tightly as she tried to explain what 
was happening with taps from her other hand on his knee. But it became 
apparent that the figure, in the process of setting down a tray of food, 
noticed her commotion. In the grainy light, Lani saw the black holes that 
were his eye sockets, two dull orange spots coming from the depths of 
them, and a slow, evil smile spreading across his face. 

He lunged at her, snatching her by her free arm, and pulled her toward 
him. Lani’s mouth opened wide in a silent scream, her body being pulled 
upward by the figure and down again by Samheed, who hung on to her 
hand and arm with all his might, knowing only that his worst fears must be 
coming true. 

Pain tore through Lani’s body as the figure grasped her around the waist 
and yanked her up and away from Samheed. He stomped on Sam’s foot and 
kneed the boy in the stomach, but even breathless and racked with pain, 
Samheed hung on to Lani’s arm. “I’m not letting go!” he screamed, but the 
words could be heard only in his head. He kicked out wildly, trying to 
connect with whatever it was that was taking Lani away, but he missed over 
and over. Sweat slickened his grasp, and with one lurch into the air and a 
kick from the enemy, Samheed lost his hold and hit the ground hard. 

Lani nearly went flying in the other direction, but the figure tightened his 
grip around her waist as she kicked and pounded at him, and he carried her 
away, leaving Sam motionless on the stone floor of the cave. 





In a Word 
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Breathe,” Alex murmured. He looked up at Sky. “It says ‘breathe 

Sky looked back at him, her eyes shiny. She nodded. Then she pointed at 
another picture inside the miniature mansion. 

Alex turned back to Mr. Today’s tiny office and aimed the magnifying 
glass on another picture. Sweat poured down his face as he concentrated, 
then tried not to concentrate too hard. This picture was similar to the first, 
but the colors of the dots were different, as was the pattern. Alex wiped 
away the sweat that dripped into his eyes, which made him have to start 
over. “Crud,” he muttered. 

The girl rested her hand on Alex’s arm and gave him a stern look. He 
took a deep breath and relaxed. “I know,” he said. “I know.” He closed his 
eyes and focused his thoughts on being calm. Then he started again. 

After a few minutes, something wavered before his eyes, and then it 
turned cloudy. Without warning, Sky pulled the magnifying glass from 
Alex’s hand and started blowing into the mansion with all her might. 

Alex, startled, was mad. “What? I almost had it!” 

She spoke with her hands furiously fast, even though Alex couldn’t 
understand what she was saying. Then she jabbed her finger at a black spot 
on the wall of Mr. Today’s office just below the picture Alex had been 
focusing on. It was a scorch mark. Alex sniffed and smelled smoke. 

“Oh,” he said. “Wow. I almost burned the place down.” 

Sky rolled her eyes and pointed down to the roof of the shack. 

“Go inside the shack?” Alex guessed. 

Sky answered by leading the way down the statue. 

Inside, on the floor of the little kitchen, they found an unoccupied niche 
in which to sit. Once their eyes adjusted to the difference in lighting, Alex 
tried again. This time it took only a few moments for the dots to start 
swimming around. Alex strained to hold the connection, and soon enough, 
letters popped out into space, danced, and then formed another word. This 
time, the word was “BELIEVE.” 

““Believe!’” Alex whispered to the girl. She nodded excitedly and 
prodded him to go to the next one. He did, and a few minutes later, he had 


deciphered the third: “COMMENCE.” 

Alex said the words in his head several times so that he wouldn’t forget, 
and he said them to Sky as well so that she could memorize them. He chose 
a new picture and soon he had his fourth word: “IMAGINE.” When he had 
that one, he glanced at the Silent girl. “Which one haven’t I done?” he 
asked, his voice pitching high with nerves. He didn’t want to waste any 
time by doing any of them more than once, but he’d been too shocked and 
excited at the beginning to keep track of where he’d started. 

She pointed to the one in the middle. 

Alex grinned. Sky was amazing, he thought. No wonder she’d been to 
able escape from Warbler. “You are the best,” he said. 

She nodded. 

Alex laughed softly. He loved that she knew she was smart and clever. 
He turned back to the miniature and trained the glass on the middle picture. 
He was getting quite good at it now, and within moments the last one 
jumped to life. “‘WHISPER,’” he whispered. 

Alex scanned the other walls of the office to see if there were any more 
dot pictures. When he was quite certain there weren’t, he said all the words 
aloud. “Breathe, believe, commence, imagine, whisper.” He pulled Mr. 
Today’s spell from his pocket once more and read it through silently. 


Follow the dots as the traveling sun, 
Magnify, focus, every one. 
Stand enrobed where you first saw me, 


Utter in order; repeat times three. 


With every line, Alex’s heart pounded faster. He’d found the dots, 
magnified, focused on all the pictures, he had the robe . . . Now all he had 
to do was figure out what the sun had to do with the dots, and remember 
where he first saw Mr. Today, then say the words in order three times, and 
Artimé would be back. 

He looked at Sky. “We’re so close,” he whispered, and he could feel the 
intensity about to burst through his veins. He stared at the first line. “The 
traveling sun...” He pressed his fingers to his temples. “How does the sun 
travel?” he asked himself. “Actually, it doesn’t travel,” he mused, having 


read about it in the library once. “It only appears to.” He shook his head. 
“No, too technical. This is simpler than that. How does the sun appear to 
travel? In a line. In the sky.” He mumbled a bit more, thinking aloud. 
“Wait.” His eyes sprang open. He grabbed the mini mansion and turned it. 
“This is the way it sat on the property,” he muttered, placing it just so and 
looking over his shoulder out the window to make sure he had his bearings. 
“The sun travels from east to west. So that means . . . if Mr. Today’s office 
stands like this, which it does, or it would if the mansion were here, the first 
picture if we follow the sun is the one on the east end of the wall. So, that 
one. ‘Imagine,’ wasn’t it?” 

Sky nodded with enthusiasm. She pointed her forefinger to her temple, 
then fluttered her fingers like a bird, stretching her arm away, teaching him 
her silent word for it. 

“Cool,” Alex said, delighted. “Okay, so ‘imagine’ is the first word, and 
then we go in order to the west. Does that sound right to you?” Alex asked. 

Sky agreed, and pointed at the pictures in that order. Then she went back 
and pointed to the second one. She looked up at Alex, as if willing him to 
say the right one. She made fists and brought them together, knuckles to 
knuckles in front of her, then pulled them to her chest. 

Alex took a deep breath, thinking back. “‘Believe,’” he said. He imitated 
the word in her language, bringing his fists together. 

Sky smiled and pointed to the one in the middle, then held a finger to her 
lips. “‘Whisper,’” Alex said with confidence. 

She moved her finger to the fourth one. 

Alex looked at it. His mind drew a blank. “Um... crud.” 

Sky shook her head in mock disgust, a wide grin on her face. She put her 
hand on Alex’s chest, pressed gently, then released. 

“Oh! That one is ‘breathe.’” He flashed her a sheepish smile. He had 
such trouble remembering that word sometimes. “And that means the last 
one is ‘commence.’ Right?” 

Sky rolled her hand in the air, doing the sign for it, then clapped her 
hands. 

“Okay. Help me remember the order.” He glanced back at the clue and 
frowned. “Stand enrobed where ... ,” he said, trailing off. “Hmm.” He 
scrambled to his feet and looked around. “Where’s Meghan?” 





Where You First Saw Me 


Alex didn’t see Meghan anywhere near Henry and Crow or among the fifty 
or so other sleeping Unwanteds inside the shack. He weaved through the 
people on the floor and slipped outside, Sky following him. Together they 
ran, zigzagging through the crowded property. 

“Alex!” someone shouted. “We’re out of water!” 

Alex felt his stomach churn at the words he’d been dreading, but this 
time a wave of hope followed it. “Okay!” he shouted back. “I’m working on 
it. Don’t panic!” 

Three others tried to stop him with the same complaint, but Alex 
hurriedly thanked them for the information and explained that he was 
working on it. Finally Alex and Sky found Meghan on the sand at the 
water’s edge, sorting through the collection of shells, seaweed, branches, 
and tiny fish in a net. 

“Meg!” Alex said, breathless. “I think we almost have it!” He and Sky 
slid to a stop at Meghan’s feet, chests heaving, throats parched. 

Meghan’s eyes widened. “Well?” she mouthed. She gripped Alex’s arm. 

“We’ve got the dots, the rising sun part, everything! Except I don’t know 
where we first saw Mr. Today. That day was so crazy. I remember the bus, 
and walking in and seeing the Eliminators,” he said, shuddering. “But the 
sight of them about put me into a coma. Everything after that is a little 
fuzzy, with Jim and the world swirling around. Was Mr. Today at the gate 
with Jim? Do you remember? Please say you do.” Alex pressed his lips 
together. 

Meghan’s face grew thoughtful. She looked at the sky for a long moment 
as Alex tried not to rush her. Her brows knitted together, and she ran her 
finger over the thorns around her neck, as if that helped her concentrate. 
She closed her eyes and let out a breath of impatience. Not only was it 
difficult for Meghan to think back to that frightening moment, but also it 
was so incredibly frustrating not being able to speak, especially when 
speaking was crucial to helping Alex get Artimé back. 

She pictured the moment they’d shuffled into the Death Farm all 
shackled together. She saw the Eliminators coming toward the Unwanteds, 


their beady red eyes glowing, their black cloaks dragging on the ground as 
they walked. She remembered her heart pounding, her breath stopped in her 
lungs as she awaited the end. She remembered her surprise when the 
Eliminators stopped and turned to look at the sky, and then Jim landed. She 
remembered how agonizingly slowly he spoke when he called out for Mr. 
Today. 

Meghan’s eyes flew open. She grabbed Alex’s and Sky’s arms and 
tugged at them to follow as she ran toward the gray shack, straight to the 
door that faced the gate, where Mr. Today had first appeared, his shock of 
brilliant white hair standing on end, his bright-colored robe, his gentle 
words. 

When she reached the spot just outside the door, she stopped and pointed 
to the ground below her feet, and nodded. 

“Here?” Alex asked. He scratched his head. “I thought he came from the 
seaside door and walked the along the path around the shack.” 

Meghan shook her head, her eyes flaring, her lips moving at great speed, 
scolding him without making a sound. 

“Okay, okay,” Alex said. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” It was horrible to 
watch Meghan trying to ream him out and being unable to. It was worse 
than being reamed out the old way. But he didn’t have time to think about it 
now. He took a deep breath, attempting to remember the words and their 
order. “Ready, guys?” 

Sky grabbed her head in frustration. She waved her arms, calling it off. 
Then she feigned putting ona... a coat? 

Alex frowned, and then his face cleared. “Oh. Geez! The robe. I’m an 
idiot. Hold on a minute.” But Meghan held out her hands, telling him to 
stay put. She flung the door open and ran inside the shack. A moment later 
she was back with the robe. From the doorway, she made Alex twirl around 
so she could help him put the robe on. It was a bit too long, a bit too wide, 
but it draped nicely. 

Alex took another deep breath as he looked first at Meghan to his right in 
the doorway, then at Sky on the other side of him. He nodded. “Ready.” 

Sky nodded back, touched her finger to her temple and fluttered her 
fingers away from her head to remind him. 

Alex felt faint. But he began nevertheless. “Imagine.” The word wavered 
a bit in his throat but it seemed clear enough, so he continued. “Believe.” 

And then he paused. “No, wait. I need to start over.” 


Repeat Times Three 


Meghan rolled her eyes. Sky raised a brow. 

“I think I need to do more than say the words,” Alex explained. “I need 
to act them out in my head, like when I made the hospital wing. I bet that’s 
what Mr. Today did when he first created Artimé.” 

So he closed his eyes and imagined Artimé, the way it had been, the way 
he wanted it to be again. His hands reached out to include the entire plot of 
land. “Imagine,” he said in a soft voice, picturing it all, room by room, the 
lawn with the fountains, the trees, the creatures. When he was certain he’d 
imagined it all, he went on. 

“Believe.” He believed with all his heart that Artimé could exist again. 
Believed that when he was finished with the spell and he opened his eyes, it 
would be there. 

“Whisper.” Alex imagined Mr. Today whispering these words over the 
desolate plot of land so many years ago, calling it to live a new, vibrant life, 
and he realized that he’d been whispering the words all along. 

“Breathe.” Alex took in a deep, satisfying breath and let it out slowly. He 
didn’t forget it this time. He pictured himself breathing life into the world, 
giving it the air it needed to flourish once again. 

And then: “Commence.” The command to make it all happen. The 
beginning of everything. 

Alex waited a moment, and very nearly opened his eyes before he 
remembered the clue. Utter in order, repeat times three. Hoping he hadn’t 
messed anything up, he began the second round and went through the five 
words in order, all the while imagining, believing, whispering, breathing, 
and commencing with all his might. 

When he finished the second round, he started one last time, his voice 
remaining soft. “Imagine. Believe. Whisper. Breathe.” He hesitated, 
swallowing hard, before the last one. And finally: “Commence.” 

Nothing happened. All was deathly silent. 

Alex remained very still, eyes closed, arms outstretched, feeling a sort of 
calmness inside him that he hadn’t felt ever before. It almost seemed like he 
was beginning to float, peacefully alone in the world. 


And then something did happen. The light through his closed lids grew 
pinkish-white, bright, and soon lights swirled around him, faster and faster, 
with colors joining in and growing stronger. He opened his eyes just as the 
land in front of him turned a luscious green and, with a great rumble, the 
enormous fountain broke through the ground, spewing up from the earth, 
the growing expanse of lawn rippling and resettling around it. The land 
spread farther, making Unwanteds along the shore lose their footing and 
tumble to the ground. Trees popped up to dot the lawn and form the jungle 
on the opposite side of Artimé. The gray shack spun and grew into the 
enormous mansion once again. The heat dissipated in an instant, and a cool 
breeze rushed in from the sea. 

Alex gaped. “I did it,” he whispered. And then he yelled at the top of his 
voice, “I did it!” He began to run toward the center of the lawn so he could 
see if all was in order as people along the shore sprang to their feet, 
annoyed at first, then their faces awash in joy. “I did it!” he screamed once 
more, his voice growing ragged. He gripped his head and stared all around. 

The Artiméans jumped and danced, laughing and shouting the news to 
their friends, as if their friends weren’t seeing it just as they were. Dozens 
of them raced for the fountain and threw themselves in to celebrate, cool 
off, and quench their thirst. A number of Artiméans saw Alex standing in 
the center of Artimé, turning slowly, taking it all in. They surrounded him, 
hugging him and patting him on the back and lifting him in the air, praising 
and thanking him, all the frustration of the past weeks forgotten. Alex felt 
all the anxieties of the world wash away as a surge of joy rushed through 
him. “I did it,” he repeated softly as the crowd set him down and went on 
celebrating. “I actually did it.” He rubbed his eyes and slapped his own 
cheek to make sure he wasn’t dreaming, and indeed, he had done it. Artimé 
was back, and everything was good. 

Well, not quite everything. All around, reminders of things gone wrong 
pelted him again, and Alex knew he had other extremely important things to 
tend to. He broke free from the crowd and ran smack into the biggest, 
hardest, movingest statue he’d ever run into. He reeled back, not quite 
catching himself before he fell to the grass. “Florence!” he cried out. He 
scrambled to his feet. 

She looked about, bewildered at the commotion. “What on earth is 
happening? Are we under attack?” 


“No—” Alex opened his mouth to tell her, having nearly forgotten that 
she and all the creatures and statues had no idea that Mr. Today was .. . 
gone. “Oh,” he said. A fresh wave of grief flooded through him alongside 
the rush of relief at Artimé’s grand return, and with so much emotion of so 
many kinds, the overwhelmingness of it all threatened to overflow from his 
body into a soggy mess at Alex’s feet. Tears formed and dripped from his 
eyes. “Find Sean or Mr. Appleblossom. Hurry.” It was all he could squeak 
out. 

Florence, alarmed, nearly took a step toward Alex to comfort him, but 
the look on his face told her to do as he’d asked. “I will,” she said. 
“Whatever it is, it’s going to be okay.” She turned around just as the 
enormous pile of owlbats, beavops, rabbitkeys, squirrelicorns, and 
platyprots, all still propped against the wall in the design of the spectacular 
towering ladder Sean had been building, began to wriggle and squeal. Alex 
turned to look too, just as the gigantic heap combusted into a hurricane of 
feathers, beaks, horns, and tails. The ones who could fly wriggled free and 
did so, while the ones who couldn’t fell like plump, squishy sacks, splatting 
to the ground, screeching and squealing and yipping, but unhurt. All the 
platyprots began imitating the noises of the others, so it sounded like three 
times as many creatures in an instant cacophony strong enough to make the 
Unwanteds nearby hit the dirt in fear. 

Alex put his hands over his ears and watched in horror. “Oh dear,” he 
said. He hadn’t thought that one through, that was for sure. He whipped his 
head around as creatures flew and stormed past him, some joyous, others 
furious, all of them still not understanding what had happened. “Rufus!” 
Alex called out when he saw his squirrelicorn teammate from the battle, but 
it was no use. Everyone else was shouting too, and no one could be 
understood. 

Alex’s eyes landed on Jim, who stood up rather gingerly, testing his legs 
and wings, but he seemed well enough. The ground shook as the girrinos 
got to their feet. And then Alex’s heart caught in his throat. Abruptly he 
turned and shouldered his way desperately through the masses, trying not to 
get trampled, trying to head toward the shore against the flow of traffic as 
everyone else went to find friends and make their way into the mansion to 
find shelter, food, and the comfort of their rooms. Nearby Alex saw the 
beloved octogator, Ms. Octavia, rise to her tentacles, and he watched as 
someone unwittingly knocked her glasses off her alligator snout. Alex 


reached for them and handed them to her, thrilled to see his instructor alive 
again. “Find Sean or Mr. Appleblossom!” Alex called out to her before she 
was picked up by some students and swept to safety. 

Each second that passed was excruciating as Alex forced his way 
through the bodies toward the shore, but finally the crowd thinned. Before 
long Alex was left alone on the beach, a most bizarre feeling after weeks of 
no room to breathe, much less stand alone and contemplate. But Alex 
wasn’t thinking about that. He held his trembling hand up to shield his eyes 
from the sun and stared at the water. 

“Come on,” he whispered, the breeze tumbling around him, and he 
ripped his fingers through his hair to move it out of his eyes. “Come on,” 
Alex said again, pleading this time. He sank to his knees, not trusting 
himself to stand any longer, the waves lapping up around his legs. He 
strained forward, blinking away the burn in his eyes. “Come on!” he 
shouted at the water, his voice ragged and catching on the words. “Come 
on, Simber! You should be here by now! Everyone else is alive!” 

Another moment of silence and nothingness. Then two. Alex lowered his 
head, picturing the cat reduced to a pile of sand at the bottom of the sea. His 
chest caved in to sobs. “You said you wouldn’t leave me,” he whispered. He 
covered his face, overwhelmed with sorrow. 

And so it was that in the midst of chaos and color and light, in the 
glorious rebirth of a magical world, there remained two small vessels dark 
and drained. And those vessels were the heart and the soul of a 
brokenhearted young mage, sobbing alone in the sand. 

It was only then that the sea before him exploded. 


Breaking the News 


It was as if the sea had wings, its destination the sky. The water shot up like 
a geyser to an enormous height, and once it reached its zenith, it fell back to 
the surface in sheets, slapping and booming like thunder, until only the 
creature responsible for the watery show remained airborne. 

At the first sound Alex had looked up, and now, with his chest stuck in a 
gasp and his heart throbbing in his throat, he scrambled to his feet and 
began waving like mad to the giant stone cheetah half a mile out. 

It took Simber a good deal less time to cover the distance than it had 
taken Alex, who’d been dragging the unconscious Meghan through the 
water, and before Alex could fully comprehend that his beloved Simber was 
truly not melted into silt on the sea’s floor, the cheetah descended and came 
to an elegant stop next to Alex. He arched his back and shook himself 
wildly, his stone skin rippling as water fell around him. 

“Simber,” Alex breathed, and when the beast had finished shaking, Alex 
flung himself around the cat’s neck and held on for dear life. 

After a long moment, Alex found his voice again. “I don’t even know 
where to start,” he said, his face pressed against the cold stone of Simber’s 
neck. He smeared his tears across his dirty cheek, trying to wipe them away. 

“I can only guess what went wrrrong,” Simber gargled. He cleared his 
throat. 

“We lost . . . a lot,” Alex said, then closed his lips and pressed them 
together. 

“The last I rrrememberrr, we werrre on ourrr way home. Then I woke, of 
all places, underrrwaterrr.” He shuddered at the thought. “It took a bit of 
time to get my bearrrings and swim towarrrd the surrrface.” 

Alex nodded and let go of the cheetah but was unable to look the statue 
in the eye. 

Simber regarded the boy’s ragged, dirty appearance carefully, and 
wrinkled up his nose. “How long has it been since I . . . frrroze?” He began 
to lick the remaining droplets of water off his back and legs. 

Alex took a breath, hoping to steady his voice. “Weeks,” Alex said. 


Simber stopped licking and stared hard at the boy. His expression didn’t 
falter, but his eyes gave away everything. “Couldn’t Marrrcus .. . ?” He 
stood alert and sampled the air, his ears moving wildly. “Wherrre is he? 
Why arrre you wearrring his rrrobe?” 

Alex couldn’t speak. His lip trembled. 

“Alex!” Simber roared. “Answertr me!” 

“He’s dead!” Alex shouted, more from fear than anything. When the cat 
reared back in shock, Alex said it again, softer this time. “He’s dead. Most 
likely from the moment you fell to the bottom of the sea.” 

Simber stared at Alex for a long moment, searching the boy’s face. And 
then he closed his eyes. His head fell. “Tell me,” he whispered. 

Alex swallowed hard, his throat still sore and dry as toast. “Meghan and 
I were thrown from the boat. She almost drowned. We barely made it to 
shore. When we did, Artimé was gone.” 

“Oh, Marrrcus.” Simber, eyes still closed, winced as he imagined it. His 
beloved creator, his closest friend. The cat held very still for an 
excruciatingly long moment, as if pulling his thoughts together to make 
sense, accepting the realization of it, bracing himself for what was to come. 
And then he opened his eyes. “And you brrrought Arrrtimé back,” he said, 
not a question. 

Alex swallowed hard. “Yeah. Finally. I’m sorry it took me so long. I’m 
just . . . Pm so glad to see you.” 

Simber lowered his head so that his eyes were even with the young 
mage’s. “I’m verrry prrroud of you,” he said. 

“Some people left,” Alex whispered. He dropped his gaze, the lump in 
his throat too big to allow his voice to come through. 

It may have been an accident, but Simber’s muzzle brushed against the 
side of Alex’s head, which nearly looked like an act of kindness, but no one 
was around to point it out. In a gentle voice, Simber asked, “Wherrre do 
things stand now?” 

When Alex could speak, he said, “It’s pretty crazy right now. Everyone 
headed for the mansion because we’ve been, sort of, well, starving to death, 
I guess. I sent Florence and Ms. Octavia to find Sean and Mr. 
Appleblossom for answers. I hope they’re settling everyone down. I had to 
come here. I had to. . . wait for you.” 

“Of courrrse,” Simber murmured, but his stony brow furrowed. “Sean 
and Sigfrrried? Not Clairrre?” 


“She’s ...,” Alex said, and shook his head. “She’s gone too.” 

“No,” Simber said, the word turning into a ferocious growl that hurt 
Alex’s ears. “Who is rrresponsible forrr this?” 

Alex’s face paled. He gazed in the direction of the gate. “The new high 
priest of Quill. Aaron Stowe.” 

“The new... 2” Simber’s jaw opened, but for once he was incapable of 
finishing. Just as he attempted to repeat Alex’s words a second time, Sky 
came running up at full speed. She seemed surprised at the size of Simber 
and planted her feet into the sand to stop her momentum just short of her 
goal, not wanting to get too close to the beast, as she’d never seen him 
before. She reached out carefully to grab Alex’s arm, tugging at him and 
gesturing for him to follow. 

Her expression worried Alex. “Something’s wrong,” Alex said to 
Simber. “Pll tell you everything when I get a chance. Come on.” He 
followed Sky, who had taken off at a run. 

“Indeed,” Simber said, and he loped alongside the two. Several yards 
before they reached the mansion, Simber stopped. “Something’s shaking,” 
he said. 

Alex held up. “What? I don’t feel anything.” 

Sky urged Alex onward. 

“Something is shaking,” Simber said again. “The mansion. It’s shaking.” 
He looked hard at the mansion and then bounded toward it. “Something is 
terrribly wrrrong inside.” 





Behind the Wall 


Once the first blocks of Quill’s wall near High Priest Aaron’s palace had 
been removed, the rest of them came down much more easily. Between 
meetings about how to distribute the extra food items to those who had 
earned it, and planning sessions where Aaron gave Eva lists upon lists of 
fairly useless chores to keep her busy and test her loyalty, the new high 
priest made his way to his office window to watch the progress. All day, the 
same something niggled at him: Why would Justine have built the wall in 
the first place if there was nothing to worry about on the other side? Was it 
simply her way of controlling the people of Quill through fear? If so, it 
didn’t sit quite right with Aaron. 

Toward the end of the day, all the workers but one had begun to slow 
down, much to Aaron’s distaste. It was distracting to have to keep checking 
on them only to see most of them taking short breaks to drink water or rest 
their tired backs. Even more frustrating was the one who worked solidly, for 
Aaron would have liked to find fault with him especially. 

After one such trip to the window, Aaron had had enough of their 
slacking. Frowning, he strode out of his office and down to the palace entry, 
flying out the door with his cloak billowing behind him. There was a strong 
breeze coming through the opening, which was both delightful and 
unsettling, for Quill rarely had much more than a tiny hint of wind coming 
over the walls. Aaron felt so exposed. Putting a hole in the wall alongside 
the palace—perhaps that was not one of Aaron’s smarter ideas. But look at 
Artimé, he argued. They’re even more exposed, and nothing ill ever befell 
them from the outside. 

He approached the men, who began working much harder at the sight of 
him. “You’re slacking off,” he said to them. “If you continue at that pace, 
Pll make you stay past dark.” 

The one who’d been working hard all along put his shovel down and 
looked at Aaron. The others who’d noticed did double takes and backed 
away. 

“T haven’t slowed my pace,” the man said, wiping the sweat from his 
brow. 


The other workers gaped. 

Aaron’s nostrils flared. “You’ll address me properly, or... ,” He 
couldn’t think of anything, and his face flushed. 

The man nodded solidly, but his voice quavered. “All right. I haven’t 
slowed my pace, Son, and you know it. I’ve always worked my hardest and 
taught my children to do that too.” He hesitated, then blindly barreled 
onward, his voice cracking. “I don’t care who you are now. You’ll show 
your father some respect.” He stood stone still, but his eyes flitted about, as 
if he knew he’d gone too far. 

Aaron flinched and heat rose from his collar. His mind whirled. He 
couldn’t allow a Necessary to speak to him like that—not even his father. 
Not in front of other Necessaries. If he didn’t do something, word would 
spread that he was weak. If he didn’t do something immediately . . . 

“Guards!” Aaron shouted. Two of them came running to Aaron’s side. 
“Take this man to the Ancients Sector,” he said, his voice wavering the 
slightest bit. “His time of service in Quill is done.” 

Mr. Stowe stared at Aaron. Aaron stared back, a feeling of horror 
growing inside his chest when he realized what he’d just done. But he 
didn’t take it back. 

The guards grabbed Mr. Stowe by the arms and shoved him toward a 
Quillitary vehicle. The man’s lips parted and a shocked look came over his 
face, then one of pain. “Aaron, no,” he said. “Your mother... ” 

Aaron’s face was stone. His mother—she was pregnant, he remembered 
from when he’d seen them in the crowd at his speech several weeks prior. 
Would she care that her husband was dead? She hadn’t seemed to care 
about Alex when she thought he was dead. 

Mr. Stowe’s shoes slipped in the gravel as he struggled to look back at 
Aaron, his eyes pleading. Aaron’s gaze narrowed, and as the guards pushed 
his father into the vehicle, Aaron turned to the other workers. “You may 
want to work harder,” he said in a sinister voice. 

Stricken with fear, the workers began at a frantic pace to disassemble the 
remaining blocks. Behind Aaron, the guards drove off with Mr. Stowe, the 
man’s bowed head visible through the back window. As soon as the noise of 
the jalopy had quieted, Aaron turned back to the palace and stomped inside 
to his office. 

“Secretary!” he screamed. “Come at once!” 

Eva was there in a flash. “What is it?” she asked, alarmed. 


“T’ve sent my father to the Ancients Sector.” He looked at her, and now 
he couldn’t stop the fear that bled into his eyes. “He was disrespectful.” 

“Your father?” 

“He was one of the workers.” 

Eva had to work very hard not to react. What she really wanted to do 
was punish the spoiled boy herself, right that minute. But all she said was, 
“T see.” 

Aaron turned and began to pace. “He didn’t address me properly! He 
made me look like a fool!” He swiped his hand across his desk, sending 
papers flying. “What else could I have done?” 

Eva didn’t think he wanted an answer. “If you want me to tell you that 
you did the right thing . . . ” She didn’t finish, for fear it would get her sent 
to join Mr. Stowe. 

Aaron rounded his desk and gripped the back of his chair, muttering to 
himself. “He deserved it. He knew very well what he should have done.” 

Eva closed her eyes briefly and sighed, not loud enough to be heard. 

“Even if he was right, he shouldn’t have said it like he said it.” He began 
pacing again. 

Eva waited until Aaron had finished muttering, and then she said, “Shall 
I send a vehicle to retrieve him, High Priest?” 

Aaron’s face twisted in indecision. He pounded his hands on his desk in 
anger. And then he pressed his fingers to his temples. “Yes,” he said finally. 
“Send him home, on the condition that he remains silent on the matter.” 

Eva Fathom nodded and set off to stop an untimely death. 

“Wait,” Aaron called after her, and she stopped and turned to look at 
him. 

“There is one more condition. Tell him that he and my mother and any 
future ... children . . . of theirs must be loyal to Quill. They will make an 
oath never to pledge loyalty of any sort to my brother, or to Artimé, as long 
as they live.” 

Eva waited to make sure he was finished, and then she said, “I will see to 
it myself.” 

Eva left the palace and Aaron went again to the window, watching her 
go, watching the other men working and struggling below to finish their job 
before they collapsed. 

He was so deep in thought, he didn’t notice that a little gargoyle statue 
named Matilda had climbed up and out of a box in the closet and now stood 


very still, ear pointed at the opening in the door. 





The Gray Shack 


Sean met Alex, Simber, and Sky at the door to the mansion. Hundreds of 
Unwanteds celebrated beyond the entryway, spilling out of the dining room 
and kitchen. “Simber!” Sean exclaimed. “Man, I’m glad to see you.” But he 
looked more distracted than glad. He turned to Alex. “We’re missing 
people,” he said, getting back to business. “Meghan, Henry, Crow, Mr. 
Appleblossom, and dozens of others.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Meghan? She was with me when I changed the 
world back.” 

“Well, she’s not here now. She’s nowhere.” 

“She was standing right inside the doorway of the shack,” Alex said, 
alarm growing in his voice. “Henry and Crow were sleeping on the floor 
inside. They can’t have gone far. Did you check their rooms?” 

Sean reached out and shook Alex’s shoulders. “I’m obviously not 
explaining this right. Yes, we checked everywhere. They’re gone now. 
Everyone in the gray shack—all of them are gone. Disappeared. Wiped 
out.” 

Alex gaped. “What?” 

“Gone.” 

“B-b-but,” Alex sputtered, “why wouldn’t the people inside the gray 
shack just turn up inside the mansion once Artimé is back? It’s basically the 
same house, isn’t it?” The Silent girl grabbed his hand and tugged at him. 

Sean raised his voice. “They’re not here, Alex! That’s all I know. My 
sister is not here. I’ve been all through the place.” 

“Okay, okay,” Alex said. “I’m worried too, I’m just trying to figure it 
out, is all. Did you call out for her or the others?” 

“Of course I did,” Sean said, annoyed. 

“What’s shaking the mansion?” Simber growled. 

Sean turned to Simber. “I don’t feel anything shaking.” 

Sky stomped her foot and jumped up and down, waving to get their 
attention. She pointed up the staircase. 

“I think you ought to be paying morrre attention to the young woman,” 
Simber remarked. 


The girl started up the stairs, looking over her shoulder to see if anyone 
was coming. Simber bounded up the stairs after her, with Sean and Alex 
right behind. As they neared the top of the staircase, they too could feel a 
bit of a tremble in the floor. 

Sean and Sky stopped on the landing, the girl feeling along the wall 
where the mostly secret hallway was. Sean pressed his ear up against what 
was an open space to Alex. “It’s behind this wall,” Sean said. 

Alex gave Simber a questioning look. Simber’s eyes narrowed. He 
nodded at Alex, urging him to take the lead. 

“There’s a secret hallway here,” Alex said quietly to Sean and Sky. 
“Simber and I can see it. You guys stay here. If anything weird happens, or 
if we don’t come back, find Octavia and Florence. They can get in too.” 

Sean raised an eyebrow. “Well. I guess I never knew about that.” He 
seemed a bit put out. 

Alex smiled grimly. “Not many people can see it.” He turned to Simber. 
“Let’s go.” 

They entered the mostly secret hallway, leaving Sean and a very startled 
Silent girl watching them disappear through the wall. 

Simber and Alex both glanced to the left at the door to Mr. Today’s 
private chambers. They caught each other’s eye but didn’t speak. They 
would have to pay a visit to that room eventually, when things settled down. 
But now Simber stopped in front of the door across the hallway from it. 
“Have you evertr been in herrre?” 

Alex nodded. “Once. It’s the Museum of Large.” His memory of that 
visit was foggy after all he’d encountered in the past weeks. 

“Can you get in?” 

Alex thought hard. “I can. . . if I remember the spell.” He pressed his ear 
against the door but heard nothing, only feeling the shaking against his 
cheek. He racked his brains for the spell to get in. It had been so long since 
he’d been able to do magic, and such a long time since he’d had even a 
second to think about any spells other than the one to restore the world, that 
it took him a while to engage that part of his brain. He turned to Simber. 
“Can you tell what’s going on in there? What if it . . . what if it’s 
dangerous?” 

“That hasn’t stopped you beforrre,” Simber said. He sniffed under the 
door. “Something’s familiar... ,” he said, and then he shook his head. “But 
the doortr is magically sealed. I can’t rrreally tell.” 


Alex closed his eyes and let his forehead rest against the door, trying to 
picture his visit to this room with Mr. Today. What was that dratted spell? 
He mentally ran through all the museum’s items that he could remember in 
case they offered a clue. The library, the pirate ship, the whale, the gray 
Shack... 

“The shack,” Alex murmured. He opened his eyes and stared, unseeing, 
at the door. “Oh, say! The gray shack is in there,” he said, getting excited. 
“Whoa, wait. Let me think this through. When I was in here before, I 
remember seeing the gray shack, only it was behind this really awesome 
whale skeleton, and I didn’t go over to look at it. Do you think... ,” he 
said, and then he paused and started again. “Do you think that when Artimé 
disappears, all that remains on the plot of land is the gray shack, and that 
when Artimé exists, the shack automatically stores itself in this room?” 

“What I think is that you should open the doorrr,” Simber said dryly, but 
he looked relieved at Alex’s revelation. “The shaking is prrrobably a few 
dozen angrrry Unwanteds jumping up and down in therrre, trrrying to get 
ourrr attention.” 

“Probably. Phew,” Alex said. And now that the pressure was off him, the 
spell filtered into his brain. “Ah, that’s right. I’ve got it.” He reached for the 
handle and muttered, “Door number one.” 

When the door popped open, the sounds of fifty or more screaming 
Unwanteds pierced Alex’s ears, but none of them were jumping. Instead 
they ran about hysterically, being chased by an enormous mastodon statue, 
whose thunderous steps were doing all the shaking. 

Alex and Simber stared at the scene, and then Alex gasped and pointed. 
The Silent boy, Crow, hung precariously thirty feet above the floor from one 
of the mastodon’s gleaming tusks. 


OP Tater 


Alex and Simber charged into the room and assessed the situation at top 
speed. “Buckets of crud! When I brought the world back to life, I think it 
woke up this guy,” Alex yelled over the din. 

“You think? Hey! OP Taterrr!” Simber roared to get the statue’s 
attention, and then he turned back to Alex. “I thought Marrrcus got rrrid of 
him yeartrs ago.” 

“He couldn’t stand to get rid of him!” 

“Why am I not surrrprrrised?” 

Alex nearly grinned despite the situation. “Okay, let’s get the people out 
of here. Then you distract him and Pll see if I can locate a spell in one of 
these books to . . . put him back to sleep.” He gulped. 

The two bounded over to a huddled group of Unwanteds, Alex waving 
and pointing to the open door, and Simber racing around the perimeter of 
the museum, shouting instructions and nudging Unwanteds in the proper 
direction. Within a few minutes, the majority of the people had made it out 
into the hallway safely. There were a few injured, and after Simber had 
flown up high enough to wrap his jaws around Crow and pull him from the 
mastodon’s tusk, he deftly picked up the injured ones who couldn’t make it 
out on their own. Just as the last Unwanted exited the museum, Alex lunged 
and slammed the door shut—not that the creature could get through it, at his 
size, of course. But Alex wasn’t taking any chances on a stray tusk or a 
beefy leg reaching through the opening. 

Simber raced around the museum like a kitten at play, letting the giant 
beast nearly catch him but getting away just in time, while Alex scrambled 
for the books, searching for spells that would be powerful enough to soothe 
this beast and turn him back into a nonliving statue. 

“Tt would’ve been nice if Mr. Today had kept this place a little more 
organized!” Alex shouted. 

“Orrrganized wasn’t exactly his modus operrrandi, if you know what I 
mean,” Simber said as he circled close to Alex. 

Alex wasn’t sure what that term meant, but he liked how it sounded and 
vowed to look it up just as soon as everything calmed down. 


The mastodon took a swipe at Simber and missed, tripping and falling 
into the whale skeleton and sending hundreds of bones flying in all 
directions. 

Alex ducked as a rib flew past his ear, and he yelled, “Aw, man, that’s a 
pity right there!” 

“You’rrre telling me!” 

“Maybe you could keep him away from the breakables, eh?” 

“Maybe I could let him crrrush you into tiny bits,” Simber replied, 
charging to the darkest corners of the museum where Alex hadn’t even 
begun to explore. The mastodon followed. 

“Well, there’s always that,” Alex muttered, flipping pages. 

Ten more minutes of tireless chasing had gone by before Alex happened 
upon a thin book called Tater. He whipped through the pages outlining diet, 
likes and dislikes, and disposition issues, all the way to the end, where his 
eyes alighted on the one spell that might actually do him some good. It was 
a song spell called “Nighty-Night, Tater,” so he knew it was probably the 
right one. He studied it carefully, still not totally comfortable using spells 
without components to go with them—he never knew what to do with his 
hands. 

Once he’d memorized it, he tossed the book over his shoulder and snuck 
between the enormous museum items to try to give himself a good angle. 
“Lead him back to this empty spot!” he shouted to Simber. 

Simber did it, and when the mastodon was in the general area where 
Alex wanted him, Alex began to sing a little lullaby. It was undoubtedly the 
dumbest, most embarrassing song Alex had ever sung, but what choice did 
he have? He was glad almost no one was there to hear it. He took a deep 
breath and sang: 


“Tater boy, Tater boy, 
Too much sadness, no repeats. 
I am sorry, more than sorry, 


But it’s time for you to sleep.” 


When Alex finished, the giant mastodon statue froze in place, and 
everything was quiet again. 


Simber harrumphed a few times, trying not to laugh. 

“Knock it off,” Alex muttered, and then hoped Simber hadn’t heard him. 
“This place is trashed,” he said as he met up with the cat at the door. “We’ll 
have to come back here and clean it later.’ He reached for the handle. 
“Door number one.” The door opened to the hallway, and approximately 
fifty pairs of eyes met their gaze. 

“Oh,” Alex said, surprised. “Hello. I thought you’d have headed down 
by now.” He saw that the injured among them were feeling better now that 
the danger had passed, and everyone was sitting up. Henry snuck through a 
space between two adults. “We’re still trapped,” he announced. “Walled in 
over here, glass wall here.” He tapped it to prove the predicament. “How’d 
you find us, anyway? And where are we?” The crowd murmured its 
concerns. 

Alex’s lips parted, but he didn’t quite know what to say. They couldn’t 
see out to where Sean stood on the other side of the wall. How was he going 
to get them all out of here if they couldn’t go through the opening to the 
balcony? He caught sight of Meghan just then, and he was relieved to see 
her acting completely fine. She had her arm around Crow, who looked more 
scared of Simber than he’d been of the mastodon. After all, he’d seen 
neither before today, and had been inside the mouth of only one of them. 

“Well,” Alex said, scrambling to sound calm, “I can at least give you a 
little more room to stretch out. He pointed to the clear wall and muttered, 
“Glass.” The wall shimmered to the ground and disappeared. “Okay,” he 
said, turning back to the Unwanteds. “You can move to the end now, but 
please stay in the hallway. Don’t go into any of the side rooms, okay? I’ll 
get you some water from the kitchenette and move you out of here just as 
soon as I can figure out how to open up that wall.” 

Alex had no idea how to do that, or if it was even possible. He didn’t 
know if there actually was a specific spell on this hallway at all—he’d 
always thought it just took a certain kind of magical ability to see it. Mr. 
Today had never made it visible or invisible to anyone as far as Alex knew. 
Eva Fathom had been able to get in on her own. And when Lani and Meg 
couldn’t get in for the magical weapons meeting, Mr. Today had moved the 
meeting to the lawn—he hadn’t tried to rig it so they could get in. But what 
about Simber? He didn’t do magic, but maybe Mr. Today had created him 
with the ability to see the secret hallway. 


“Tm not sure I can fix this,” Alex murmured to Simber as the people 
spread out down the entire length of the hallway and sat leaning against the 
wall. 

“You don’t have a choice,” Simber muttered back. 

Alex, facing yet another obstacle and feeling extremely hungry and 
thirsty himself, gripped his head and let out a frustrated groan. He headed 
down the hall toward the kitchenette across from Mr. Today’s office, 
Unwanteds lining the hallway all the way to the end, where the big picture 
window was. And just when Alex was trying to figure out how to tell the 
Unwanteds that he didn’t know how to get them out of there without putting 
them all back into the gray shack and somehow shutting down the world all 
over again, a small voice in the doorway of the kitchenette uttered a single 
word. The voice belonged to Henry, and the word he said was “Dad?” 


Touch and Go 


Henry ran into the kitchenette, Alex right behind him. Gunnar Haluki’s limp 
body spilled out of the corner tube onto the floor. His hands were tied 
behind his back, and his ankles were tied together too. His eyes were nearly 
closed, his face thin and drawn, his lips parched, and his gray hair ragged 
and unkempt. His clothes were ripped and ruined, and they hung loosely on 
him. It wasn’t clear how long he’d been lying there or where he’d come 
from. 

The boys kneeled down beside the former high priest. “Simber, we need 
healers!” Alex called out. Simber loped down the center of the hall and, to 
the Unwanteds, seemed to disappear through the solid wall at the end. 

“Dad?” Henry said again, pulling his father’s sleeve. “Dad. Can you hear 
me?” Like a natural, Henry checked his father’s vitals while Alex untied the 
man and rolled him onto his back. Murmurs wafted through the group of 
Unwanteds as people expressed cautious joy that the good man was alive 
and here with them. Henry glanced at them when he heard the kind words, 
and he smiled gratefully as he worked. He got up and poured some water 
into a cup as Simber returned. 

“None of the nurrrses can get in,” he said, “but I know Gunnarrr can get 
out. Shall I take him thrrrough to them on my back?” 

“Great idea. Good thinking, Simber,” Alex said. He and a few of the 
others helped hoist Gunnar onto the giant stone cheetah’s back. 

“But what about me?” Henry said. “I need to stay with him.” 

His lip quivered enough to make Alex hesitate, but in the end, Alex 
knew what was best. 

“Pm sorry, little guy,” Alex said. He kneeled next to the boy. “Now that 
Artimé is back, the nurses can help him way better than we can. And we 
need him to get help right away.” He glanced at Simber. “Did you happen to 
notice if the hospital wing is still in place?” 

“T did, and it is, just as it was beforrre.” 

Finally one thing is working out right, Alex thought. “Good. Okay, 
Henry, give your dad some encouragement, and then off he goes.” 


Henry leaned down and spoke softly in his father’s ear. Then he patted 
his father’s shoulder and stepped out of the way, his face a facade of 
bravery. Simber carried Gunnar carefully down the hallway so he wouldn’t 
slip off. They disappeared through the wall, and all was quiet. 

The Unwanteds’ faces were troubled. High Priest Haluki had been good 
to them. And they certainly didn’t want to see young Henry lose the last 
remaining member of his family. 

A few of the people went over to Henry to offer him comfort and 
distraction, while Alex assigned others to pass out water and some of Mr. 
Today’s favorite cookies, which he found in the cupboard. When everyone 
was busy, Alex returned to the kitchenette and approached the tube to see if 
he could send something up from the main kitchen. 

Don’t ever use that tube, Mr. Today had once told Alex. It goes to 
Haluki’s house and other nasty places. 

“Like where?” Alex muttered to himself. He hesitated, and then stepped 
toward it. Without setting foot inside, he poked his head in so he could see 
the mini blackboard and the controls. But instead of the destination 
descriptions he was used to seeing in all the other tubes—lounge, library, 
dining, and room service—this one had only numbers with no explanations 
to go with them. 

Alex pressed his fingers to his throbbing temples. Everything was 
happening all at once. He couldn’t seem to catch a break. He had to focus 
now on getting the people out of this hallway. But how? 

A cool hand touched his arm, and he turned to see that it was Meghan. 
She smiled at him, but there was a question in her eyes. He knew the look 
well enough. 

“T’m okay,” he said, and then the words flooded out. “There are just so 
many crazy things happening. I don’t even know how to get everybody out 
of here. And Haluki . . . he obviously escaped, but how? And I feel so bad 
about not trying to rescue him before, you know? But how could we?” 

Meghan nodded. 

“T mean, I had no idea he’d been treated like this. And wow,” he said, 
shaking his head, “we just barely had enough energy to keep ourselves 
alive. How could we possibly go rescue him, too? It’s all so much... it’s 
too much. But did you look at him? I feel terrible.” 

Meghan reached her arms around her friend and hugged him. 


Just then Simber bounded down the hallway and stopped at the open 
door to the kitchenette. “Alex,” he said, “Gunnartr spoke.” 

“Oh, good,” Alex breathed. Maybe the man had looked worse off than he 
really was. 

“He said Clairrre’s alive. She’s in his house, locked in the pantrrry.” 

Meghan’s hand went to her mouth and Alex’s jaw dropped. “She is? Is 
he sure?” 

“He hearrrd Eva Fathom talk about herrr just yesterrrday. Therrre are 
two guarrrds, sometimes thrrree, in the house at all times.” Simber’s stone 
face was earnest. “If you use the tube and yourrr spells, you may be able to 
surirpririse them.” 

Alex pressed his lips together. “If we . . . but the tube—it’s all numbers. I 
don’t know which button to press, and I don’t know—” 

“Its numberrr one to Haluki’s office,” Simber said in a low voice. “I 
know that much from Marrrcus. Two of you could go togetherrr in the tube 
if you can fit. That would . . . that would be the best way, I think.” 

Alex looked hard at Simber. “You’re serious.” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay.” Alex sighed a heavy sigh and squeezed his eyes shut. “Sorry,” 
he said. “Of course we need to go. We need to go now. Let me just, ah, get 
some components, and then Meg... are you up for it?” 

Meghan’s eyebrows shot up. She shook her head, pointing to her neck. 

“She can’t use verrrbal components,” Simber translated, though Alex 
didn’t really need him too—he’d just forgotten for a moment. 

“Okay, well . .. who from this group?” Alex muttered, peeking around 
the comer of the doorway and scanning the crowd. He didn’t really know 
very many of the adults well, and he didn’t trust the ones he knew to be 
great at magic since they’d never had to use it for defense until recently. He 
turned back to Simber and whispered, “Or is there anybody else who can 
get into this stupid hallway?” 

“Perrrhaps Octavia,” Simber began. “But she’s... ” 

Meghan frowned, shaking her head, and then she turned Alex around by 
the shoulders and pointed to someone. 

“Who?” Alex asked. 

She pointed especially hard, and Alex followed her finger. “Henry? Are 
you kidding?” 

Meghan rolled her eyes and looked at Simber. 


Simber spoke. “It’s a good choice.” 

“He’s a little kid! Hasn’t he been through enough?” 

“Tt’s his house. Think, Alex.” 

Alex thought. And then he said, “Oooh. He’ll know his way around. 
Places to hide. And how to find the pantry.” 

“And he’s small enough to fit in the tube with you, so you can attack 
togetherrr rrratherrr than one at a time.” 

Alex thought about that, too. He thought about how well Henry picked 
up the spells even though he’d only been in Artimé for a short time. The kid 
was levelheaded and smart, sure. And he was quick. But... Alex cringed. 
“What if something happens to him? I mean... ” He thought of Lani and 
nearly lost his composure. 

Simber looked at the floor. “I know. But he’s the best choice. And we 
need her.” He glanced at Meghan. “We need Clairrre. She’s morrre than a 
frrriend. She’s. . . like family. To me, that is, now that...” Simber growled 
sharply to clear his throat, causing many of the Unwanteds in the hall to 
cast a nervous glance in the direction of the kitchenette. 

Meghan gave Alex an imploring look. 

Alex gazed from one face to the other and closed his eyes wearily. 
“Okay.” 

While Simber spoke with Henry, Alex ran out of the secret hallway and 
into the boys’ hallway to his room to collect as many components as his 
now-tattered vest could hold. It was strange to be back in his comfy 
quarters again. He yearned for a nap in his bed. 

“What happened to you?” Alex’s blackboard, Clive, sneered as if he’d 
just seen him this morning. 

“Nothing,” Alex said. “Just... Pl tell you everything someday.” He 
grabbed handfuls of origami dragons, scatterclips, balls of clay for shackles, 
and blinding highlighters, and stuffed them into his pockets. He paused, 
looking at the little pile of heart attack components, so simple and innocent. 
He grabbed them, his face twisting into a grimace. He hesitated, and then he 
tossed them into a drawer and slammed it shut. “Never again,” he muttered. 

As he rushed out the door, he heard the old familiar words ring out from 
Clive: “Don’t die!” 





Nasty Places 


Alex met Henry at the tube in the kitchenette. Henry’s lashes were still wet 
from crying when he couldn’t go with his father, but the tears had stopped 
and his eyes held an eager look now. 

“Here,” Alex said, handing him some components. “Do you know how 
to use all these?” 

Henry looked them over carefully. “Yes,” he said. He sounded more sure 
of himself than Alex felt. 

“Do you know what room of your house the tube is in?” 

“Tt’s in my father’s office,” Henry said. “End of the hall.” 

Alex nodded, and the two strategized. When they had their plan together, 
they stepped into the tube. Alex gave Meghan a reassuring smile that didn’t 
come from any sort of confidence within himself, but she looked relieved to 
see it. 

Alex regarded the tube’s strange numbers-only blackboard and hesitated. 
He glanced at Simber. “How will we know which button to press to get 
back here?” he asked. 

“I don’t know forrr surrre,” Simber said. “Marrrcus never spoke of that 
one. But I think that tube in Haluki’s office only comes herrre to Arrrtimé, 
so therrre should only be one option.” 

“Let’s hope so,” Alex muttered. He looked down at Henry. “Ready?” 

Henry nodded. They each gripped components in their hands. 

“Here we go,” Alex said. He pushed the button with his elbow and the 
two boys disappeared. 


In a blink, they were cast into darkness that didn’t lighten again. 

“Where are we?” Alex whispered after a time. 

“Inside a closet. The door’s closed.” 

“Oh.” Alex reached outside the tube and felt the door, moving his hand 
across it to get his bearings, trying to find a handle, but there was none. A 
line of light ran across the bottom and up the center of the closet, indicating 
there was a double door. “Which direction is the hallway?” he whispered. 

“Straight ahead about ten or twelve feet.” 


“Okay.” Alex took a deep breath. “Components ready?” 

“Yeah.” 

Alex pushed on the door. It didn’t budge. He pushed again with both 
hands this time, and then with his shoulder, hard. Still nothing. He frowned 
in the dark. “It’s stuck.” He ran his hand up and pricked his finger on a nail, 
but he didn’t make a sound. He found several more nail points along the top 
edge. He almost told Henry that it was nailed shut, but then he thought 
about it and decided Henry didn’t need to know that right now. “We’re 
going to have to make noise. No voices, though, okay? Just pounding. We 
want them to think it’s your dad. On the count of four.” 

“Okay.” 

Alex counted off, and they both began pounding on the door, though not 
too hard, since Haluki was weak. Nothing happened. Alex hoped the 
captors hadn’t discovered that Haluki was gone already. Maybe that was 
why the door was nailed shut. 

“Again,” Alex whispered, and they pounded once more. 

This time they were rewarded with footsteps. 

“Knock it off!” said a woman. She sounded grumpy. 

Alex started knocking again, too afraid to cue Henry this time. 

“All right,” the woman muttered. “Liam, bring the crowbar. We’ll do 
Haluki’s break now. He’s . . . noisy.” Her words trailed off, her voice weary. 

A few minutes later, Alex and Henry could hear the crack and squeak of 
nails being pulled through wood. Alex squeezed Henry’s shoulder and bent 
down to whisper in his ear when the noise continued. “You take the right 
side, I’ve got the left. Spells ready?” 

Henry nodded. 

When the door swung open, the two boys jumped out, yelling, “Attack 
left!” and “Attack right!” to their origami dragons, and while they squinted 
to get their pupils used to the bright light, the fire-breathing dragons nearly 
scared the two guards to death. It was long enough to keep them distracted 
while Alex and Henry focused and aimed highlighters at the two. Both 
found their mark, blinding the shrieking guards. 

Before the Quillans understood what was happening, Alex and Henry 
grabbed scatterclips and fired them, sticking the guards to the walls by their 
clothing, and pelted the two with the clay bits, shackling them. Finally Alex 
uttered a silence soliloquy, and their work was done. Alex inspected their 


handiwork as the two struggled. Then Alex nodded at Henry. “Lead the 
way,” he said. “Be ready to attack.” 

Henry set off, trying very hard not to chatter on about the house or stop 
to show Alex the bedroom that had been his when he lived there, though he 
was tempted. He peered around the corner into the kitchen. Seeing no one, 
he continued to the pantry, Alex at his heels. 

“Guard me,” Alex said. Henry stood ready with his components, turning 
this way and that at the slightest imagined noise. Alex reached out for the 
pantry door and turned the knob. 





The First Rescue 


Whenever Claire Morning heard the voices of Liam and Bethesda in 
conversation, it reminded her that she was still alive, and that maybe 
someday, if she could just get her strength back, she’d be able to break out 
of here. She didn’t blame anyone for not coming to find her—how could 
they possibly know where she was? And she could only imagine what the 
Artiméans were dealing with . . . if any of them were still alive. For all she 
knew, Aaron could have killed them all. 

The voices Claire was hearing now seemed different. There was some 
sort of ruckus going on, she could tell, and she hoped something horrible 
hadn’t happened to Gunnar. But she could barely lift her head to rouse 
herself completely. Whatever was happening, it would happen without her. 

Or so she thought until the pantry door swung open, blinding her with 
light. She turned her face toward the towering shadow, but she couldn’t 
focus. And with the gag in her mouth, she couldn’t speak. 

The figure gasped. “Ms. Morning,” he said, which puzzled her. Liam had 
always called her Claire. 

Soon her gag was off her numb wrists and ankles untied, and the figure 
lifted her to her feet. “Can you stand?” he whispered. 

Claire nodded, but her legs buckled. 

“Its okay. I’ve got you,” the figure said, and he hoisted her off the 
ground, over his shoulder. 

Claire opened her eyes a slit, letting the painful light in. 

“Tt’s Alex,” the figure said. “And Henry Haluki. We came to take you 
home.” 

Relief flooded through Claire’s weak body, and she closed her eyes again 
as Alex directed Henry to lead the way. 

“Give the guards another dose from the highlighters and silence spells. 
All three of us can’t fit inside the tube at once, so you go first to let Simber 
know we’re coming,” Alex said to Henry, who did exactly as he was told. 

When Henry was gone, Alex turned to the shackled, blind Liam and 
Bethesda, and said in a measured voice, “I’m sure someone will come along 
eventually for you. But even if they don’t, you won’t suffer any worse than 


what you’ve put these people through.” He maneuvered his way into the 
tube, careful not to bump Claire’s head against the glass as he squeezed into 
the space with her, and gave the guards one last hard look. In the voice of a 
man, he spoke with a measured tone. “If you ever dare show your faces in 
Artimé, I will not be so kind as to allow you to leave it alive.” 

With that, he pressed the only button on the blackboard, and in the blink 
of an eye, Alex, still carrying Ms. Morning, stepped out of the tube into Mr. 
Today’s kitchenette. He moved swiftly to the hallway, where scores of 
Artiméans parted to allow them to pass. 

“They’rrre expecting you,” Simber said. “You take herrr. I’ll stay herrre 
until we’ve got time to sorrrt out this mess.” 

Alex looked at him in surprise, but then nodded. He hurried down the 
hall, stopping at the Museum of Large. “Meghan?” he called out, and she 
came to his side. He adjusted the limp body of Ms. Morning and whispered 
the words that reopened the door. Then he turned back to Meghan. “See if 
you can find a spell in the museum library that will open this hallway for 
everyone.” 

Meghan nodded, going inside as Alex and Ms. Morning disappeared 
through the wall that for now held the rest of them prisoner. 

Alex glided down the stairs, surprised that his strength hadn’t given out 
yet, but Ms. Morning was not very heavy, and truth be told, Alex had 
probably bulked up just a bit in the past several weeks from the constant 
hard labor. Or maybe it was simply adrenaline. 

So many thoughts swirled through his mind as he rushed into the 
hospital wing and set Ms. Morning down on the bed that was prepared and 
awaiting her. The nurses swarmed around the beloved instructor, pushing 
Alex back. He moved willingly to the doorway to stay out of their way as 
they worked, and with a chance to breathe, Alex finally let his mind go. He 
leaned his head against the wall and watched, unseeing, the actions before 
him as his brain sorted out every option he could think of to free the 
Unwanteds from the secret hallway. 


The Second Rescue 


As he stood watching the hospital workers and thinking about the trapped 
people, Alex realized that the very last thing he wanted to do was shut 
Artimé down again, even if he could figure out how to do it. It would most 
assuredly free them, but no one wanted to go back to that desolate world, 
not even for a second, now that they had Artimé back. What if the restore 
spell didn’t work next time? 

Alex could take the trapped people through the tube to Haluki’s house 
one at a time and then walk back to Artimé from there. But that would be 
dangerous, most certainly arousing suspicion and attracting unwanted 
attention in Quill. 

There was always a chance that Meghan would find a spell. But Alex 
wasn’t feeling it—he was doubtful a spell existed, as access to the secret 
hallway seemed as random as the color patterns of Mr. Today’s robes. 

Alex could allow them to try to break through the wall, but their 
strongest Artiméans, Simber and Florence, couldn’t help with that—they’d 
go right through it without disturbing so much as a piece of dust. This was 
an option, but not a nice one. He couldn’t really imagine what that would 
mean for the wall, or for the secret hallway’s secrets in the future. 

He closed his eyes and wished for the millionth time that Lani and 
Samheed were there to help him. Alex was so anxious to find them now that 
he had better means to do so, but he had to get everything under control 
here first before he could do anything else. He thought about Sky and 
smiled a little, knowing she’d be reminding him to breathe right now. He 
took a deep breath and let it out, listening to the soothing voices of the men 
and women who were caring for Gunnar Haluki and Ms. Morning. He 
wondered if there was any other way to get the trapped Artiméans out of 
there. If only he’d had more time with Mr. Today. His face burned when he 
thought of the years of learning he should have had. But he’d been robbed 
of that, and Aaron was the thief. 

Alex opened his eyes when a young man he didn’t know touched his arm 
and handed him a cup of cider. 


“Thank you,” Alex said. He drank it down. Nothing had tasted better in 
all his life. 

“We’re all grateful, Alex,” the man said in a low voice. “Things were 
rough, but Mr. Today clearly made the right choice with you. I’m sorry 
some folks lost hope.” He turned and went on with his duties, leaving Alex 
to return to his problem solving. 

After a while, Alex slipped through the mansion, checking on things, 
making sure nothing else was falling apart, and remarkably everything was 
under control. Florence patrolled the dining hall, where many of the 
Artiméans sat and ate. It was good to hear their happy voices again. He 
caught Florence’s eye and they exchanged the steady, solemn gaze of 
comrades. It would take time for the creatures and statues to come to terms 
with the news. Alex nodded and lifted his hand to her. They would talk 
later. 

He walked around to the other side of the mansion to the classrooms, 
peeking into Ms. Morning’s flawlessly clean music studio, where he’d seen 
Meghan so many times, singing. . . . A lump grew in his throat, and he 
vowed to do everything he could to get Meghan’s beautiful voice back. 

And then he stopped in the most familiar classroom of all, the one where 
he spent so much time working on his art. Chalks, paints, pencils, brushes, 
and all the wonderful spells that went with them. It was too bad he couldn’t 
draw a way out of the secret hallway, he thought. 

And then he froze. His eyes opened wide and he groaned as he slapped 
his forehead. “That’s it!” he cried. He whirled around and ran through the 
mansion, looking in every room, in every hall, in every corner. And then he 
sped outside and turned this way and that, until finally he spied his beloved 
instructor at the shore. He sprinted to her. 

“Ms. Octavia,” he said, breathless as he reached her, and then he stopped 
short. Her glasses were askew, eyes red. She’d been crying into the water as 
gentle waves licked her tentacles, and Alex remembered how Mr. Today 
had created her—she came from the sea, he’d said. Alex’s heart surged, 
knowing what loss she was feeling. “It’s very hard, isn’t it?” he said. 

“Indeed it is,” the octogator said, drawing a dry tentacle across her snout 
to catch the tears. “It feels a bit like my soul has been torn away. Like 
perhaps I shouldn’t exist without him.” 

Alex remained quiet. Nothing he could say was important enough to 
stand next to her words, for she, like all creatures and statues, had 


something from Mr. Today that he did not, and that was life itself. Instead 
of trying to pretend that he knew how she felt, he peered out over the waves 
and waited. 

After a time, Ms. Octavia cleared her throat and inhaled a large, 
reverberating sniff. She turned to Alex. “Now then,” she said, not quite in 
her regular, stern voice, but almost. “How can I help you, my dear boy?” 

Alex regarded her with a solemn look, wondering if she were up to the 
task but knowing it would take him days, even weeks, and they couldn’t 
afford that kind of time. He had no choice but to ask. “Ms. Octavia, for 
reasons I don’t have time to explain right now, there are upward of fifty 
Unwanteds trapped in Mr. Today’s secret hallway, and they can’t get out. 
How quickly can you make a 3-D door?” 


Approaching Normal 


As it turned out, Ms. Octavia had a stash of 3-D doors in her classroom that 
she employed for various purposes throughout the years. She grabbed the 
theater door drawing, which she used fairly often to get Simber and 
Florence in and out of the theater for assemblies. She and Alex brought it 
upstairs to the secret hallway, where people were beginning to get anxious. 

Alex cleared a space. Ms. Octavia unrolled the large drawing and pasted 
it to the wall between the museum and the kitchenette. 

The door wavered and then pushed out from the wall: wooden slats, 
hinges, and all. 

“Now then,” Ms. Octavia said as she reached for the protruding handle 
and pulled open the enormous, creaking door that led to Mr. 
Appleblossom’s sanctuary, “head through the theater to the tubes and be on 
your way.” 

The Artiméans cheered and pressed forward through the door. In no 
time, the hallway was clear once again, except for Simber, Ms. Octavia, and 
Alex. 

Ms. Octavia swished over to peek into Mr. Today’s office and the 
kitchenette. “Is that everyone?” 

“Seems to be.” Alex frowned. “Wait—not quite. I almost forgot! I’ll be 
right back.” He rushed over to the Museum of Large, where the door was 
still open a crack. He went in and looked around, spying Meghan sitting 
near the enormous restored pirate ship, surrounded by stacks of books. Alex 
walked over to her and looked at them. The book closest to him looked 
quite new, though some of its pages were wavy, as if they’d gotten wet. It 
was the strangest title he’d seen yet: Yodeling Groceries: 100 Awesome 
Slang Words for Vomit. 

“Any luck?” Alex leaned against the bow of the ship. It whispered 
unintelligibly as it had done in the past. 

Meghan looked up and smiled sadly. Then shook her head. 

“Well,” Alex said with a grin, “the good news is that we’ve found 
another way out. Come on.” 

Meghan’s eyes lit up. 


Alex pulled her to her feet. Meghan grabbed the vomit book, grinned, 
and showed Alex a page, making him laugh out loud for the first time in a 
long time. “What are groceries, anyway?” he asked. 

Meghan shrugged. Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. She tucked 
the book inside her vest to read later. 

As they walked out of the museum, Alex grew serious again. “So, um, 
do you want us to try to get that thing off your neck? I mean, if the medical 
people think it’s safe to do?” 

Meghan looked at him. She nodded and her mouth opened to say a silent 
yes. Her face was desperate. 

“Even if there’s a chance your voice never comes back?” 

Meghan hesitated, closing her eyes for a second and taking a deep 
breath. When she opened her eyes, she nodded again. 

“You go it,” Alex said. “I promise we’ll do everything we can to hear 
you sing again.” 

Meghan teared up and grabbed Alex’s arm. Together they left the 
museum, Alex sealing it magically once again. They moved down the 
hallway. 

“Pl walk with Meg through the door,” Alex said to his instructor, who 
waited patiently to take the door down and store it away safely once again. 

Ms. Octavia, who hadn’t seen Meghan since before Artimé disappeared, 
startled at the sight of the girl’s necklace of thorns. “Oh dear,” she said, 
reaching out to give Meghan a hug, while looking vastly puzzled all the 
same. “I can’t begin to imagine the depths of heartache I missed.” 

Alex gave her and Simber a grim smile. I can’ begin to tell you, he 
thought, but he didn’t say it. Instead he said, “Now that everything seems to 
have settled, Pd like to meet with you two and Florence as soon as 
possible.” He looked down at his clothes, still partially covered by Mr. 
Today’s oversized robe. “But I have a feeling I should probably clean up 
first,” he said, realizing he must smell pretty bad by now. He looked from 
Ms. Octavia to Simber. “Mr. Today’s office in an hour, then?” 

The cat regarded the dirty, disheveled new leader of Artimé, who had 
grown considerably more confident and decisive in the time Simber had 
been at the bottom of the ocean. He tipped his head in solemn agreement. 
“An hourrr,” he agreed. “But it’s yourrr office now.” 

At those words, Alex felt his lungs turn to ice. He closed his eyes and 
pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to comprehend it. When he looked up 


once more, he gave Simber and Ms. Octavia a grim nod. He turned to 
Meghan, who gave him a reassuring smile as they stepped through the door 
to the theater. 

After Ms. Octavia had closed the door and pulled the 3-D drawing from 
the wall, she rolled it up and tucked it under an appendage. She and Simber 
left to check on tasks below, while Charlie the gargoyle wandered into the 
secret hallway unnoticed. He tottered to the end and peered into the office, 
then turned, crossed the hallway, and peeked into the kitchenette. A 
moment later he retreated from there as well and went back down the 
hallway the way he’d come, a puzzled look on his face. He stopped at the 
door of Mr. Today’s private living quarters and pressed his ear against it. 
And then he knocked. 

When no one answered, Charlie turned around and sat down in front of 
the door, drew his knees close to his chest, tilted his head to lean it against 
the molding, and waited for his master to return. 





Alone 


Lani kicked and wriggled until she was exhausted, but the large man 
carrying her only squeezed the breath out of her. She stopped fighting and 
started trying to focus her limited sight on where they were going, but she 
was soon totally turned around in the maze of tunnels, all lit by candle 
sconces attached to the walls. Every now and then, when the man walked 
close enough to the wall, Lani kicked out, hoping she was making a mark of 
some sort. Her sight wasn’t quite good enough to tell at this point, but the 
low lighting certainly helped her see a little bit better. 

After a ten-minute walk through a warren of underground passageways, 
the man finally ducked into a room with elaborate decorations. At the far 
end was a low, round platform upon which a jeweled gold throne stood. 
Sitting on the throne was a stately woman with long silver hair and thin, 
wrinkled lips. She wore a cloth band around her head, from which strings of 
tiny, bright sparkling stones fell all around her shoulders. She had a stern 
look on her face. 

The man carrying Lani flipped the girl around, setting her on her feet. He 
pulled a chain from his pocket and clipped one end to her thorny necklace 
and locked it in place. The other end had a clasp, which he snapped onto to 
a thin wire above their heads, well out of Lani’s reach. He locked that end 
as well. 

Lani squinted at the woman sitting on the throne. Her clothes were 
simple enough—light-colored linen, like the clothes worn by the other 
people Lani had seen before they put the painful acid in her eyes. But the 
one thing that was different about this woman was that she didn’t wear a 
necklace of thorns like nearly everyone else. 

“Still causing trouble, I see.” 

Lani almost fell over—there was no other sound anywhere on this 
strange, creepy island, and she hadn’t heard a single thing in weeks. It was 
almost with relief that she discovered she wasn’t deaf. So it took her a few 
moments to recover enough to realize that the woman’s voice seemed eerily 
familiar. 


Squinting even more as her eyes adjusted to the light, Lani took in the 
woman’s features. Her erect stature, her long silver hair, her pale, wrinkled 
skin... and that voice. It gave Lani chills, and not the good kind. 

“I wonder where you came from.” The queen, or whoever she was, 
tapped her lips with her forefinger. Her fingernails were several inches long, 
and they curled around in various fascinating ways. 

Lani’s eyes widened. 

“Tch. Shame you can’t speak. You’ll learn the sign language soon 
enough, and then we’ll have a chat about your friend who got away. 
Guards!” she called. 

Lani sucked in a gasp, but it made no sound. Meghan got away! As two 
more hulking men came out of nowhere to grab her by the elbows, she 
realized this queen bore a striking resemblance to the woman Lani had 
destroyed—the High Priest Justine. 


DD « « 


Back in the cave, Samheed lay still for a long time. When he awoke, he was 
alone and his hands were empty. He blinked a few times before he 
remembered what had happened. His head pounded and ached, and when he 
reached back to the source of the pain, his fingers came away sticky with 
blood. 

But he didn’t care. He didn’t care about the blood, or about his aching 
head, or about his sore body from being slammed to the ground. All he 
cared about was Lani, and Lani was gone. 

He covered his face. His hand felt so empty without hers. And for the 
first time in Samheed’s life, he felt like giving up. He’d faced death before, 
twice. But this abandonment felt worse somehow. Maybe it was because at 
the Purge he wasn’t alone, and when his father had tried to kill him during 
the battle, he wasn’t alone then, either, and he was able to use his anger to 
stand up against fear. As long as he had people on his side, he gathered 
strength and courage from them. 

But the people of this island had apparently found Samheed’s ultimate 
weakness. He rolled to his side and curled up, hoping to become small 
enough to disappear. As he lay there, a very subtle change began to take 
place. It was so slight that he didn’t notice it at first, but after a time, he 
blinked. And then he sat up. He craned his neck and squinted. And then he 
crawled on his hands and knees in a straight line and reached out. 


His fingers grasped the water bucket on the first try. 
Samheed could see. 





Empty Chairs and Empty Tables 


Alex took the theater tube directly to his room, avoiding the excited 
Artiméans who roamed the hallways and staircase. He put his hand up to 
shush Clive and went straight into his private quarters, drew a steamy, 
soapy bath, and scrubbed and soaked in it. He even had to drain it once and 
refill it because he was so dirty after weeks of not showering at all. 

“You should burn those clothes. They’re practically rancid,” he heard 
Clive point out from the other room. 

“Shove a sock in it, Clive!” Alex called back, before sinking deep into 
the fresh water such that only his nose and mouth remained above it. His 
body ached terribly, and he was exhausted. Now that he had a few moments 
alone, he never wanted to go back out there again. But he had so much 
more to do before things got back to normal. As he soaked, he made a 
mental list. 


1. Get the thorn necklace off Meghan. 

2. See if Sky and Crow want theirs off too. 

3. Figure out how to find Lani and Samheed. 
4, Find them. 

5. Rescue them. 

6. Sleep. 

7. Do something about the... 


He drifted off. Half an hour later, he jerked awake. The water was cold. 
“You’d think there’d be a spell to keep bathwater warm,” he grumbled. 


After another ten minutes his hair was combed, his body was clean, his 
clothes were fresh, and he felt like a new mage. He smiled at Clive as he 
headed for the door, and then he stopped and turned. “Do you know, uh, 
what happened?” he asked the blackboard. 


Clive’s eyes darted around the room. “When? Where? What?” 

Alex sighed and added a note to his mental list. “Never mind.” 

“Come on, tell me. I won’t tell anybody. I don’t even know anybody.” 

Alex flashed a grim smile. “Not yet. I don’t have time. Soon.” He 
opened the door and slipped out. 

He made his way out of the boys’ hallway and into the not-very-secret- 
anymore-but-still-mostly-hidden hallway. It was quiet there. Alex walked 
toward Mr. Today’s office, his footsteps echoing, and then he stopped in 
front of Mr. Today’s private quarters. 

“Charlie!” he exclaimed. 

The gargoyle approached and began speaking with hand signals. 

“I don’t understand,” Alex said. “I— There’s a book somewhere, I’m 
sure...” 

Charlie pointed to Mr. Today’s door and then lifted his shoulders in 
question. 

“Oh no,” Alex muttered, his heart sinking. Is it ever going to end? 
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go in here. I’m going to explain everything.” 

Charlie loped alongside Alex, snapping his finger and thumbs. 

Alex had avoided the office so far, but now he took a few tentative steps 
inside. It was painful going in and seeing all of Mr. Today’s things. He 
glanced at the wall behind him, and there, as always, were the crazy, stupid 
dot pictures that were the answer to the riddle that had driven him nuts for 
the past month. If only he’d been more observant, he might have figured out 
the clue much faster. 

Alex took off Mr. Today’s robe and hung it next to a spare one on the 
rack in the corner. He ran his fingers along the fabric and let the sleeve 
drop, and then he turned away. The blackboards were in order as usual. 
Alex had no idea how they worked. Or how anything worked, really. He 
had a lot of books to read, for sure. And hopefully, once Ms. Morning was 
feeling better, she’d be able to help. 

Alex looked at Mr. Today’s chair. He’d sat in it before once or twice, 
during his nightly visits alone or with Sam. But now it seemed too big to 
fill. Instead he sat in the armchair on the other side of the desk, which was 
his usual spot. It felt more comfortable for now. 

One by one the others trickled in—Florence, Octavia, and Simber—and 
they sat down in their usual spots as well. Claire Morning’s chair remained 
empty, and so did Mr. Today’s. 


For a few moments, no one said a word. And during those minutes, Alex 
finally accepted the truth—that from this point forward, he would lead the 
meetings. He would be the caretaker of Artimé. He would have to protect, 
provide for, and serve the people here. He would be in charge of everything, 
and he would be responsible. He would make decisions that could save 
lives, or cost lives. It was he who would take the wheel and keep Artimé 
going in the same direction, or change it. He, young Alexander Stowe, 
Unwanted, was the new mage of Artimé. Like it or not. 

There was no time to look back. Only to move forward, to the dots on 
the horizon, and steer for them. 


Life on Warbler Island 


When the next breeze came, Samheed opened his eyes and sat up, hoping it 
was Lani. He peered around the dimly lit cave, and his newly seeing eyes 
alighted on a hulk of a man. Samheed stared at him and swallowed hard, 
trying not to react. But the man was staring at Samheed as well, as if he 
expected the boy could see. 

The man’s orange eyes glowed faintly, and he took three or four rapid 
steps toward the boy. 

Samheed couldn’t help it. He cowered and drew back. 

The man gave a sinister smile, reached out as Samheed scrambled to get 
away, and scooped up the boy with little effort. 

Samheed fought, but not as hard as he could—there was really nothing 
to fight for. He didn’t want to stay in the cave alone. He’d rather die than be 
stuck there forever. So after a time, he stopped struggling and just watched 
as the man opened the secret door and took him through a maze of tunnels. 

Thorn-necked, orange-eyed people walked about, a few of them chained 
to the wire above Samheed’s head, but most roamed independently. Some 
of them carried things like buckets of gold coins, baskets of bread, or 
armloads of clothing or firewood. Others walked with purpose as if they 
were in a hurry to get somewhere. He saw one woman with scars around 
her neck, but no thorns. 

Samheed took in everything he could, trying to understand why anyone 
who had gone through the process of the thorns and the eye colorization 
would not try to run away. He didn’t understand it. 

Then again, he’d been a big supporter of Quill even after he’d been 
Purged—for a short time, anyway. He wondered what kinds of lies this 
island’s ruler was telling these people to make them want to stay here. 

After a few minutes, the man turned into a cave where a woman sat on a 
throne watching them. The man set Samheed down and hooked a wire 
around the boy’s thorny necklace. He locked it with a tiny key, and then 
connected the other end to the wire above their heads and did the same. 

“Well, well, well.” The woman’s voice boomed like a cannon in the 
silence, startling Samheed. “Your healing period has ended. Time to put a 


strong young person like you to work.” 

Samheed stared. He tried to respond, thinking maybe if the woman could 
speak, then he might be able to as well, but no sound came out. He wanted 
to know where Lani was, and if she was okay. 

The stately woman narrowed her eyes. “There’s a reason we don’t allow 
you to speak, you know. I trust you’re smart enough to figure out why 
eventually.” She rose from the throne to her full height. “Follow your orders 
and yov’ll be treated fairly. If you don’t? It’s back to the dark cave. Simple 
enough.” She descended from the throne’s platform with languid strides and 
walked in a slow circle around Samheed. 

He stared straight ahead, some of the old anger beginning to stir inside 
him once again. But he’d follow the rules. For now. 

“Oh, your friend,” the woman said, drawing a ridiculously long, curled 
fingernail across her lips so that it almost disguised a cold smile. “I nearly 
forgot. She’s fitting in just fine in the women’s compound. Very obedient 
now, that one. I’m sure you, dear boy, will do just as well in the men’s 
compound.” She stopped circling when she reached the throne platform 
once again, and held Samheed’s gaze. “If you wish to see her again, that is.” 

Samheed’s face betrayed him. He turned away, glaring at the floor as his 
stomach clenched for Lani. Did this mean he wouldn’t see her? How long 
would they be separated? In the absence of Lani’s cool fingers entwined in 
his, he folded his hands together in front of him and sucked in a deep 
breath, letting it out slowly. He knew what this woman was saying. Obey or 
else. It was exactly like Quill here, only there were no walls—instead the 
“safety” came from living underground. 

Is every island in the world like this? he wondered. 


The brute led Samheed to the men’s compound. He pointed to the wire 
along the ceiling that Sam was connected to. It was purple. There was 
another wire next to it that was green. Both wires had elaborate roundabout 
intersections every twenty feet or so, which would allow two people on the 
same wire to pass each other. 

After walking for a few minutes, they came to a circular cavern with 
hallways branching off in multiple directions. The purple and green lines 
split up. 

Samheed peered down the green hallways to see if there was any sign of 
Lani, but there was no long black hair to be seen anywhere. The man 


pointed to the hallway that he wanted Samheed to take, and they walked 
down it to a large room filled with cots in neat rows. The man brought him 
to an empty cot that had a book lying on top of it, titled Handbook for 
Vagabonds. Samheed sat down on the bed. He picked up the book and 
looked at the man. 

The man nodded, and then he turned and left. 

Samheed opened the book and read the first page. 


Welcome, wanderer, and congratulations. By setting foot on our 
shores, you have become the sole property of Warbler Island and 
Queen Eagala. As you have likely discovered in your travels, there 
is no way to leave the sea that surrounds Warbler and the other six 
islands contained within. 

We wish to inform you that Warbler has a growing fleet of ships. 
Escapees will be hunted and killed. Your orange eyes will 
forevermore be proof that you are the branded property of Warbler. 
Your golden thorns are for your protection and the protection of 
Warbler. As travelers land on our shores, they are removed of the 
burden of speech in favor of a simple, quiet life of quality without 
distraction. Indeed, a spell of silence has been cast over the entire 
island, quieting all incidental sounds except for human voices, 
allowing Warblerians to work in the most optimal conditions. As a 
possibly unwilling newcomer, you will learn to appreciate that we’ve 
removed the temptation to speak ill of Warbler or its leader to 
anyone passing by our shores. It was a necessary move to keep 
Warbler strong and loyal after the recent revolt. 


Samheed’s mouth hung open. This place is nuts, he thought. He looked 
back at the opening paragraph, which contained a line that was news to him. 
“As you have likely discovered in your travels, there is no way to leave the 
sea that surrounds Warbler and the other six islands contained within. ” 

Sam had never thought about traveling beyond the seven islands. Until 
recently he’d never even thought that there could be more than one island, 
and that was Quill. But now, thanks to Artimé and Mr. Today, he knew how 
to think, how to use his imagination. Obviously, based on this book, 
someone must have tried going beyond the other islands. But what did it 


mean, “there’s no way to leave”? How would anyone know there was 
another place to go to? And if there was no way to leave, did that also mean 
there was no way to enter? And if so .. . how did everyone get here in the 
first place? It was extremely puzzling. 

Plus, there was magic here—a spell of silence, which explained why 
nothing made a sound except Queen Eagala’s voice. Samheed had thought 
he’d lost his hearing. But he’d always equated magic with good places. This 
was no good place, that was for sure. 

He turned the page. 


Warbler uses a simple system of sign language created by Queen 
Eagala. You will be taught a small vocabulary of signs that pertain 
to your personal needs and the work to which you are assigned. You 
will find a loose piece of paper inside this booklet instructing you 
about your job, hours, requirements, and behavior expectations. 


Samheed turned the page and a slip of paper fluttered to the floor. He 
picked it up and read: 


SHIPBUILDER 


Report immediately to shipbuilding. Hours are sunup to sundown 
with one break at midday. You are not allowed to touch any tools 
until you have been assessed. 


Sunup to sundown? How was anybody to know when the sun was up or 
down, here in this warren of caves? Samheed sighed. He looked at the 
bottom of the note, where there was a makeshift map guiding him to the 
shipbuilding area. 

After a cursory glance around his new living quarters, Samheed stood 
up. He tugged at the thin chain that connected his thorn necklace to the wire 
above. It was locked, stuck fast. Finally he started walking, carrying the 
note with the map, weaving his way through tunnels. Straining his eyes for 
a glimpse of Lani and hoping she was okay. 

When he neared the end of the directions, he squinted. Afternoon 
sunlight poured in through a hole above his head. He hadn’t seen sunlight in 
weeks. As he stood there at the base of the stone-carved ladder, basking in 


the warmth of the sun, taking a moment to enjoy it before starting his new 
job, a bright ball of fire whizzed past his ear and flew up through the hole, 
leaving a faint trail of light skating down the passageway behind it. 


A Still, Small Voice 


When Alex woke up late the next morning, he almost couldn’t remember 
where he was. He lay in the soft bed surrounded by pillows and blankets 
feeling refreshed for the first time in a long time. 

“Alex,” Clive called from the other room. “Aaaalex!” 

Alex cringed. “What?” he shouted back. 

“Nothing.” 

Alex rolled his eyes and reluctantly climbed out of bed. He cleaned up 
and got ready for what would surely be another busy day, and then he went 
into his living area and stood in front of the blackboard. “What?” he said 
again. 

Clive looked away. A tear pressed out from the surface of the blackboard 
and rolled down his cheek. 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Oh no,” he said. “You heard the news?” 

Clive gave a curt nod. “Yes. And may I say that when Mr. Today was 
alive, the blackboards were the first to know everything,” he said, his voice 
containing a hint of accusation. 

“Clive ...,” Alex began. Clive wrenched his head in the other direction 
for dramatic effect. Alex kind of wanted to punch him, but he gathered up 
as much patience as he could muster. “Look, I’m really sorry. I had a lot of 
stuff to do yesterday, and I wanted to tell you the whole story so you could 
deliver it to the others. But it’s a really long story, and there was so much 
happening—rescuing Ms. Morning, getting the people out of the secret 
hallway—” 

“There’s a secret hallway?” Clive cried out. 

Alex sighed, but he couldn’t help saying, “I guess Mr. Today never told 
you that.” 

“Stop! The pain! It’s still so fresh... . ” 

Alex gritted his teeth and started loading up his spell components for the 
day. “Oh, come off it. I’ve really had enough drama for now. I know you’re 
sad, I know everybody’s sad, and I am too, but I’ve got to go help take the 
THORNS out of MEGHAN’S NECK now,” he said, punching the words 
out and slamming components into his pockets as anger built inside him, 


“because SHE CAN’T SPEAK. I bet nobody mentioned that to you, either. 
And then I have to figure out how to rescue Samheed and Lani, because 
they are PRISONERS at a NEARBY ISLAND. What’s that? You didn’t 
know about that, either? That’s because I’m so busy saving everything and 
everybody that I didn’t have TWO SECONDS to tell you before the next 
crisis happened. Okay?” Alex hadn’t felt so unforgiving in a long time. 

Clive’s forehead wrinkled in alarm. “Gosh,” he muttered. And then he 
sank back into the blackboard and disappeared. 

Alex’s mouth opened briefly, and then he closed it again and shook his 
head. “Whatever.” He refilled the pockets of his newly cleaned component 
vest, ordered a breakfast sandwich sent up from the kitchen, and set off with 
it. As he closed the door behind him, he paused, listening for Clive’s usual 
parting words, but this time there was nothing to hear. He bit his lip and 
looked down at the floor, and then shrugged and walked to the balcony, 
inhaling his sandwich in three bites. 

Meghan stood waiting. People buzzed about as usual. It was almost 
freaky how normal things seemed again. 

“Ready?” Alex asked. He licked his fingers and wiped them dry on his 
pants. 

Meghan’s face was verging on light gray. She rolled her shoulders a few 
times and nodded. Together they descended and walked into the hospital 
ward. Florence and Octavia were already there, and so were Sean and a 
team of nurses. 

Meghan grabbed her brother’s hand and sat down on the cot as Florence 
explained the procedure. Octavia and the nurses performed as much 
medicine magic as they could think of to help her through the pain to come. 
And then... 

And then. 

Florence picked up an enormous sterilized wire cutter with long handles, 
and very carefully she clamped it down on a stretch of thorny necklace, not 
touching Meghan’s skin. She pressed the cutter handles together and there 
was a loud, swift click as the metal broke. 

Everyone breathed. Florence pulled the cutter back and inspected her 
work. “Doing okay, Meghan?” she asked. 

Meghan nodded. 

Florence went to a second section and cut through that piece as well. She 
did a third and a fourth and a fifth, all the way around Meghan’s neck. And 


then she stepped back. Her part was done. 

Meghan offered up a strained grin. Everyone knew that the hard part was 
still to come. The nurses surrounded Meghan to the point that Alex couldn’t 
see what they were doing, but perhaps, he thought, it was better that way. 
His stomach was feeling a bit queasy, and maybe it hadn’t been such a good 
idea after all to gulp down a big breakfast sandwich ten seconds before 
coming here. 

The nurses murmured to Meghan and to each other, little bits of 
encouragement that gave Alex hints at what was happening as they applied 
a magical ointment and tried working the metal bits loose so they could tug 
them out of her skin. But the incisions had healed well, fusing together with 
the metal, and the thorns were stuck fast. 

After several minutes of struggling with nothing giving way, the nurses 
stepped back. Meghan searched Alex’s face wildly, begging him with teary 
eyes to do something. 

Alex swallowed hard. He felt so helpless. He had no idea what to do. 

Sean tugged at his hair. “Isn’t there a spell or something? Anything?” 

The loss of Mr. Today hit hard at that moment. There would be many 
times like this in the future, they all felt it. 

But then, from across the room, came a weak whisper. “Alex.” 

Alex rushed over to Ms. Morning’s side. “She’s awake!” he cried. His 
hands shook. 

Claire closed her eyes again, and with great effort, she nodded. When he 
leaned down, she whispered in his ear, “Dissipate. Using the robe may 
help.” She drew a pained breath. “Careful. Dangerous. Be very ... ,” she 
rasped, and paused to take another breath. “Precise. And concentrate on the 
thorns.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Okay,” he whispered. He glanced up at the others, 
who were all looking on anxiously. “TIl be right back.” 

He ran out of the hospital ward and took the steps three at a time—he’d 
never been able to do that before, he noted, but there was no time to marvel 
at his own awesomeness. Across the balcony and down the secret hallway 
he went, turning sharply into Mr. Today’s office and grabbing one of the 
robes from the rack. He tore back through the hallway, shoving his arms 
into the robe, and clipped down the stairs into the hospital ward, coming to 
an abrupt stop in front of Meghan. 


He caught his breath and fastened the robe properly, then flexed his 
fingers and looked his best friend in the eye. “Ms. Morning said this is a 
dangerous spell.” His eyes roamed the room, stopping at Ms. Octavia. “I 
suppose I should just be here alone with Meghan so no one hears me say 
i oe 

Ms. Octavia held up three tentacles. “Say no more. Let’s go, everyone. 
Out.” 

Florence, Octavia, and the nurses filed out. Sean looked concerned. He 
turned to Meghan. “Are you okay with him trying it?” 

Meghan gazed into his eyes. After a moment she nodded. 

Sean looked at Alex. “Don’t mess it up,” he warned. 

Alex’s stomach twisted. “Right. Of course not. No pressure.” 

As Sean reluctantly left the room, Alex grabbed Meghan’s hand. “Are 
you absolutely sure? I don’t know what could happen, but I promise Pll be 
extremely careful.” 

Meghan nodded firmly. She’d made up her mind. 

“Okay, then. Hold very still.” Alex let go of her and made a fist with his 
left hand, trying to stop it from shaking, but Ms. Morning’s warning to be 
precise had seemed to set his body off in the opposite direction. He 
stretched his fingers out, blew on them, and took a deep breath. And then he 
carefully placed the tip of his thumb and forefinger on the end of a section 
of metal, making sure his fingers didn’t touch Meghan’s hair, neck, or any 
other part of her body. And then he closed his eyes and concentrated on the 
thorns, thought about what he wanted to do. He made one last check to be 
sure he wasn’t touching any part of Meghan, only the metal, and then 
whispered, “Dissipate.” 

The section of metal faded away, and the skin deflated and puckered 
around the holes. 

Alex stepped back and breathed. “Whoa,” he said, “it worked. A piece 
totally just disappeared. Unbelievable.” 

Meghan bit her lip. She poked Alex in the arm and nodded impatiently, 
pointing to her neck. 

“Okay, okay. Let’s do the next section.” Now that he knew what would 
happen, the thought of accidentally touching Meghan while saying the spell 
gave him a slight stroke. What if he accidentally made Meghan’s neck—or 
worse, Meghan’s whole self—disappear? No wonder nobody seemed to 
know about this spell. 


“Hold still,” he said. He placed his fingers on the next section, focused, 
and repeated the spell. The section disappeared just like the other had, 
leaving a strange, intriguing pattern of scars around her neck. “It’s 
working,” he muttered. “Next one.” He did the third section, and then the 
fourth, and the fifth, all the way around, until he came to the last one, the 
piece right in front. It was the piece that kept her from being able to speak 
at all. 

“Here we go,” he said. Nervous sweat dripped from his temples. He 
touched the metal piece, whispered the verbal component, and watched it 
slowly disappear. With an enormous sigh of relief, he stepped back and 
wiped his face with his sleeve. “I’m done,” he said softly. 

Meghan lifted her hand to her neck and touched it gingerly, all around, 
feeling the tiny holes and scar lines. 

“Does it hurt?” 

Meghan bit her lip, and then she parted them as if to speak. Alex leaned 
forward, straining, as Meghan took a breath and whispered in a cluttered, 
choked sort of way, “Only a little.” 





For a Brief Moment 


An enormous grin spread across Meghan’s face. “I can talk!” she half 
whispered, half croaked. “It feels so weird. . . . ” She trailed off. “I hope the 
squeaks go away,” she said, squeaking. 

“Woo-hoo!” Alex shouted. He embraced her, and then they flung open 
the doors to the hall outside the hospital ward, where Sean and the others 
had been standing around anxiously. 

“Hi-iii!” Meghan said, her voice continuing to screech and creak. She 
did a little impromptu dance in the foyer. “I can talk!” 

The group rushed over to her, chattering excitedly, surrounding her, and 
Alex stepped aside to give them room. He went back into the hospital ward 
to thank Ms. Morning, but both she and Gunnar were sleeping. 

He tiptoed out and began to search the mansion for Sky and Crow—they 
needed to see this. But he couldn’t find them anywhere. He hadn’t seen 
much of them since Artimé had returned, actually, though he’d heard that 
Crow and Henry did everything together. 

Alex headed outside and was reminded of how lucky they were not to be 
Sleeping on concrete in desertlike heat. Now that he had a second to 
breathe, he took in the sights and sounds of the brightly colored world. The 
peaceful lull of the bubbling fountain, creatures walking down pathways or 
sitting together in trees, talking or resting or entertaining one another, and 
the gentle scents of flowers and the musk of the jungle at the edge of the 
lawn. It almost felt like the first day he’d been here. 

A moment later he spied Sky sitting on the edge of the fountain. Her face 
brightened at the sight of Alex, and he felt his stomach flip as he ran over to 
her. He sat down at her side. 

“Hey! I feel like I haven’t seen you in days,” he said, laughing, and then 
his laugh softened into a crooked smile. “Isn’t it fun being clean again? Ha- 
ha. Um...” He blushed. “I missed you. And I never got to thank you 
for .. . wow, for everything. Helping with the clue, and figuring out there 
was something wrong upstairs ... ” He trailed off, realizing all the things 
she’d done for him the past few weeks. 

Sky smiled and waved him off. 


“No, I mean it,” he said in earnest. “You’ve been, like, the one person I 
could count on through this whole mess. You’re just really, really cool, and 
amazing, and smart, and levelheaded—” 

Sky covered her face with her hands, embarrassed. 

Alex stopped talking and waited for her to look at him again. 

She spread her fingers and peeked between them. 

“And clever,” Alex said. 

She pinched the space closed again. 

Alex grinned. “Okay,” he said. He punched her softly in the arm. “PU 
stop. I promise.” 

She pulled her fingers away and raised an eyebrow. 

“Promise,” Alex said again. He liked her orange eyes. 

They smiled at one another as if they shared a secret, but when the girl 
blinked her long lashes and let her hand rest on the fountain between her 
knee and his, Alex was sure he didn’t know what that secret might be. His 
brain turned to scrambled eggs. He knew he had a goofy grin on his face, 
but he couldn’t help it. There was something almost magical about the girl. 
Her plump lips, her light brown skin, and those deep, golden sunset-colored 
eyes. Alex swallowed hard as he felt his body lean ever so slowly toward 
her, as if his shoulder was magnetized to hers. Sky, her eyes on his, didn’t 
lean away. 

Just then a flaming ball of light streaked between their faces and stopped 
a few feet in front of Alex. As he reared back and turned to see what had 
happened, it exploded, leaving only a glowing pencil-drawn picture of Lani 
and a thin trail of light stretching across the sea, pointing out the direction 
from which it had come. 

Alex stared at it, his face growing pale just as the picture faded away. He 
swung around to look at the trail of light streaking toward Warbler Island. 
And then he turned back to Sky. His lips parted as if to speak, but he didn’t 
have a clue what to say. Sky held his gaze solemnly for a moment, reached 
up and squeezed his arm, and then smiled, bringing her hands together in 
her lap. 

“Pm sorry,” Alex whispered, though he wasn’t sure why he was saying 
that. His gut twisted with guilt—here he was relaxing and smiling when 
Sam and Lani were still captured. He looked at the ground. “I’m such a 
dolt.” He lifted his eyes up to hers again. “I came to tell you that we took 


Meghan’s thorn necklace off, and she can speak again. And if you want, we 
can do yours and Crow’s, too.” 

Sky’s eyes grew wide, fearful. Her fingers fluttered to her neck, and now 
it was her turn to look away. 

Alex got to his feet, knowing he had no time to waste, knowing he had to 
do something fast to get the rescue effort started, but desperately wanting to 
be with Sky. “I’m sorry,” he said once more. “I have to go.” Impulsively he 
reached out and squeezed her hand. And then he turned and ran to the 
mansion to find Simber, every step he took reinforcing the confusion of 
feelings he had in his head and in his heart. 





On the Move 


When Alex had gathered up his group of trusted friends and advisors, he, 
Sean, Meghan, Florence, Simber, and Ms. Octavia picked a spot on the 
lawn to talk strategy. But first he invited Meghan to tell them all about her 
experiences on Warbler. 

As she told her story, the others looked on in shocked silence. Sean sat 
silent and still, staring at the grass, fists balled up and jaw set. 

She remembered making it to Claire’s boat and not having the strength to 
climb inside, instead hanging on to the ladder for dear life. And that was the 
last thing she could recall before she woke up inside the gray shack. She 
didn’t remember the rescue or flying out of the boat or nearly drowning. 

“I can’t imagine what they’ve done to Lani and Samheed,” she said. 
“But you have to understand—we have one shot at getting them out of 
there. And almost everything is underground. There are spies in the trees 
with sleep darts—they got us on the way in, but I don’t think they were 
expecting me to escape. They must only be looking out to sea. So by the 
time they saw me running for the boat, I was too far away and they missed.” 
She thought for a moment. “We’re going to need a lot of help.” 

“Simber,” Alex said, “I’d like to do a flyover of Warbler as soon as 
possible. We need to get an idea of what we’re dealing with and figure out 
where the cave entrances are.” He looked at the afternoon sun. “Tomorrow, 
first thing?” 

“T’ll be rrready,” Simber said. 

Meghan frowned. “I should go.” 

Alex looked at her. “I didn’t think you’d want to.” 

“I don’t. But I should,” she said. Her voice was growing clearer as the 
day wore on, and it was easier to understand her now. “I’ll be able to show 
you where I escaped from.” 

“No,” Sean said. “You’re not going.” 

Meghan flared. “Yes, I think I am.” 

“Then so am I,” he said. His face was stone. 

Ms. Octavia cleared her throat. 

Everyone looked at her. 


She smiled, her sharp teeth gleaming, and then looked at Alex. “Alex, I 
think Artimé needs you to stay on the grounds for now as we plan things.” 

Alex flashed a confused look, which cleared a moment later. “Oh. To 
keep things stable around here,” he murmured. “Rally the troops, as they 
say.” 

“At least until Claire is feeling better,” Ms. Octavia said. 

“I agrrree,” Simber said, and Florence nodded. 

Alex pressed his lips together. He wasn’t sure he liked counting on 
someone else to get things right. But then he thought about it. Who better 
than Sean and Meghan to take on this task? They were certainly invested 
enough—Meghan had the scars to prove it—and Sean had been a great 
leader. “Okay,” he said. “Both of you go with Simber tomorrow.” 

The brother and sister team wore nearly identical grim smiles. 

“And Pll work on Sky and Crow,” Alex said. He rubbed his temples. “If 
we could only convince them to let me take those chokers off, we could 
communicate. They could tell us everything.” 

“What do you mean?” Florence asked. “Are they hesitant?” 

“Sky seems to be really worried that something bad will happen. I 
wonder what kind of nonsense they were told would happen if they 
removed them.” 

Meghan gulped. “You mean something could have happened to me?” 

“The point is, nothing did happen,” Alex said. “See? Yov’re fine.” He 
tapped his lips. “Maybe you could go talk to Sky this afternoon, Meg. Show 
her that you’re okay.” 

“Sure,” Meghan said. 

“As for Sam and Lani,” Alex said, “well, Lani, at least, is still alive. She 
sent a seek spell about an hour ago.” He pointed to the fading trail of light 
that streaked across the water to the west. “I hope they can hang on a bit 
longer. They must think we’ve abandoned them.” 

“They won’t give up waiting for us,” Meghan said. “They must have 
figured out by now that things aren’t normal.” 

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Could you have imagined what happened 
here?” 

Meghan paused. “No, I guess not. But if Lani has been doing the seek 
spell, she had to have seen that it wasn’t working for a while.” 

“I suppose that’s true.” 


They sat in contemplative silence. “Anything else?” Alex asked. He 
looked around. “Pll send out a message to everyone’s blackboards just to 
make sure everybody’s doing okay, like Mr. Today would do. I don’t see a 
need for a big meeting—everyone seems to have gone back to their routines 
quite easily.” 

The others agreed. 

“What about the gate?” Simber asked. “I don’t think Quill has 
discoverrtred that we’rrre back in business yet, but they will soon.” 

Alex nodded. “I’ve thought about it. We need to keep it open in case 
some of our Unwanteds return. Let’s get another line of guards in place, and 
maybe Rufus can act as lookout from above.” 

“Pll handle that,’ Florence said. “Shall I start up the Magical Warrior 
Training again?” 

“Yes,” Alex said. He looked at Ms. Octavia. “And let’s get regular 
classes going again too.” 

The octogator nodded. “That will be good. Poor Siggy doesn’t know 
what to do with himself. He’s still so distraught over Samheed.” She wrung 
two or three tentacles in her lap. 

After they had sorted out all the most urgent tasks, Alex looked around 
the group. “Well, I guess that’s enough for today. Thanks, everybody.” He 
smiled. “It’s good to have you back.” 


The Birds, the Birds! 


When the advisors dispersed to take care of their tasks, Alex made his way 
inside the mansion. He peeked into the hospital ward, seeing Gunnar and 
Henry Haluki, along with Crow and also Charlie the gargoyle, all sitting 
together on Gunnar’s bed. Crow was signaling wildly to Charlie, and 
Gunnar was signaling too, only at a much slower pace. 

Henry looked up and saw Alex watching them. “Charlie and Crow speak 
the same language,” he said, eyes shining. “Can you believe it? And my dad 
can understand Crow a little bit too!” 

Alex grinned. “That’s incredible,” he said. “What a strange coincidence 
that Charlie and Matilda would use the same sign language as the people on 
Warbler.” He thought about that for a bit, scratching his head as he turned to 
leave. “Then again, that’s where Mr. Today was born. Maybe he learned it 
there and taught it to the gargoyles.” He climbed the steps, deep in thought. 
And then he stopped, turned around, and went back down. He peeked into 
the hospital ward again. 

“Crow,” he said, “can you tell Henry’s dad what the leaders of Warbler 
have told you about the thors in your neck? Did they tell you something 
would happen to you if you took them off?” 

Crow’s face turned ashen. He gripped the choker and backed away from 
Alex. 

Alex put his hands in the air and stepped back. “Whoa, sorry. I didn’t 
mean to scare you.” 

Crow watched Alex for a long minute, and then he turned to Gunnar and 
began to sign. 

Gunnar watched Crow carefully. When Crow finished, Gunnar turned to 
Alex and shook his head. “I didn’t get it all,” Gunnar began, “but the gist of 
it is that if they ever escaped and tried to remove the thorns, the birds would 
come.” 

“The birds?” Alex asked. 

Gunnar looked at Crow. Crow signed some more. 

“The Warbler birds, he says,” said Gunnar. “The Warbler birds will come 
and peck them, starting with their eyes. And then the people of Warbler 


would find them and kill them.” 

Alex stared. Henry stared. Even Charlie stared. 

Crow cowered, his hands over his eyes. 

Alex’s mind raced. What would Mr. Today say right now to this scared 
little boy to soothe his fears? He put his hands in his pockets and offered a 
kind smile. “Well, all I know is that a crow can beat a warbler any day of 
the year.” 

Crow didn’t move. 

“And you know what else I know?” 

Crow remained still. 

“I know that warbler birds are friendly. I also know that the leader of 
Warbler told you that to scare you, and I bet I know why—they don’t want 
you to remove the thorns so you can’t talk to anyone about what they’re 
doing over there.” Alex began to wind up. “It’s like Quill. Justine told 
everyone that the walls were there for our protection from the neighboring 
lands, but she was lying to us. She wanted us to be scared only so that we 
wouldn’t dare to leave.” He took a breath. 

Crow let his hands slip down from his eyes. 

“There’s nothing special about that thorny necklace,” Alex said 
decisively. “Its only purpose is to keep you from talking to outsiders, and to 
scare you into obedience.” 

Crow looked up at Alex, his eyes begging to be assured. 

“T can prove it,” Alex said. “We took Meghan’s off this morning. She sat 
outside for hours, and no Warbler birds came. Plus, now she can talk 
again.” 

Crow’s face strained with hope. 

“Go find her—you’ll see for yourself. And tell your sister, too. She’s 
probably with Meghan right now.” 

Crow bit his lip, and then he scrambled off Haluki’s bed and jumped to 
the floor, running at full speed to find Meghan and his sister. 

Gunnar grinned at Alex. “You have a way with that boy,” he said. “He 
trusts you.” 

Alex smiled. “I guess so,” he said, feeling a new confidence growing 
inside him. And then he turned to Henry. “Now that we have our art 
supplies again, see if you can get Crow to draw a map of the tunnels on 
Warbler, will you?” 


“Sure,” Henry said. “He’s pretty good at drawing. I showed him my 
things and he drew some stuff.” He got off the bed and went after Crow. 

Alex looked at Gunnar Haluki. “We’re doing everything we can to find 
Lani,” he said. “She’s alive, we know that much. She sent a seek spell this 
morning.” 

Gunnar smiled weakly. “I know you’re doing your best, Alex. And from 
what little I’ve seen, you’re doing an excellent job. Marcus would be very 
proud.” 

Alex blinked hard and looked at the floor. 

Gunnar went on. “Thank you for taking care of my son. I can never 
repay you for that.” 

Alex nodded. “I’m sorry about your wife,” he said. 

Gunnar closed his weary eyes. “There is only one instance where living 
without ever expressing one’s feelings seems like it could be useful, at least 
on the surface, and that is when someone you love dies.” He took a breath. 
“I will never be the same person again.” 

Alex nodded. He thought he understood, at least a little. After a moment, 
thinking Gunnar was asleep, he turned to go. 

“Alex,” Gunnar said. 

Alex stopped and looked at the man. 

“I didn’t want to say this in front of the boys, but Charlie is 
communicating with Matilda, who is in Aaron’s office at the palace. She 
overheard a conversation. It seems Aaron has somehow managed to 
sentence your father to his death, but then decided to save his life again on 
the condition that they never support you in any way.” He paused. “I 
thought you should know.” 

Alex’s stomach dropped. He felt numb. He pinched the bridge of his 
nose as a headache threatened. And then he let out a held breath. “I see,” he 
said. “Thank you for telling me.” 

“And your mother is due any day now.” 

Alex blinked. “She—what?” 

Haluki opened his eyes. “Ahh, I’m sorry. You haven’t reconnected,” he 
mused. “According to Matilda, your mother is about to have twins.” 


Information Overload 


After sending out a greeting to all of Artimé by way of a very cranky 
blackboard, Alex retreated to the Museum of Large to search for a book that 
might tell him more about Warbler Island. But once he got there, he was 
quickly reminded of the mess that Ol’ Tater had made. He picked up a few 
things, and then made his way to the gray shack. It was almost exactly as it 
had been when it stood alone on that dry plot, except for a few pieces of 
toppled furniture, most likely due to the Unwanteds trying to get out when 
they realized something was happening. He straightened it up. 

Alex made a mental note to restore water to the water cabinet in case the 
world ended again. That had saved them. And then he bent down and 
looked into the cupboard where the model of the mansion was kept. He 
spied it and pulled it out, looking it over. “Brilliant clue, really,” Alex said 
aloud. He smiled and pushed the miniature mansion back in its place. 

“Pll fix you later, as soon as I have time,” he said to the whale bones, 
which were scattered near and far. “Promise.” And then he laughed at 
himself. He sounded like Mr. Today, talking to the whale as if it could hear 
him. “And Pll explore the rest of this room one day too,” he promised 
himself. There were hulking things in all directions, some of them curiously 
covered with tarps. 

On the way back to the wall of books, he patted the side of the pirate 
ship. It whispered unintelligibly in return. 

And then he dove into the library, trying to find the W section. 

There wasn’t one. As he searched through piles and shelves overflowing 
with books, his mind turned to Sky. And to Lani. And to how awfully 
confused he felt. How could he even be thinking about girls when he had so 
much to do? 

Then he thought about his parents. And Aaron. And how awful Aaron 
was. And about his mother having twins. Alex would be an older brother, 
and he’d probably never meet the children. How coincidental, he thought. 
Twins again. 

On second thought, maybe he would meet one of them eventually. He 
gave a rueful chuckle and picked up another book, Everything There Is to 


Know About Shells. Alex opened it and just laughed. He was sure it was a 
great book and very useful—though not quite as useful as the vomit book, 
which had already provided entertainment for Alex and several of his 
friends—but .. . 

He set it aside and dug deeper, trying to organize titles as he went 
through them, but ultimately giving up because the job was endless and 
took too much time. He searched into the night. 

Finally he happened on a small book written in Mr. Today’s own hand. It 
was a biography or a journal of sorts. Alex paged through it and then put it 
in his pocket to take back to his room. 

When he left the Museum of Large, his mind was swimming with book 
titles about everything one could possibly imagine. Books on flags, books 
on famous people, books on geography and cooking and war and craft 
making. Books on art, sculpting, music, and magic. Books of fiction, 
scripts, plays, and poetry. And one of the most interesting things of all was 
that most of the books in the library, except for the ones written by 
Artiméans and two piles of random titles that Alex found in pristine 
condition, were very old. 

It was puzzling, but there was no time to wonder about it. 

“Come on,” Alex muttered. He was tired. He just wanted to find 
something that would help him. “We need to come up with a find spell,” he 
said. 

And then he spied it—a book called simply The Islands. It was old and 
tattered—well loved, Mr. Today would have said. That had to have some 
information about Warbler. 

Alex stifled a yawn that threatened to crack his jaw, and realized he was 
useless without sleep. He took the two books, closed up the Museum of 
Large, and headed back up the not-really-secret hallway. It was late. Late 
enough to be stumbling across Samheed right about now, Alex thought. A 
pang ripped through him. Things weren’t happening fast enough, and he 
couldn’t seem to make anything go faster. 

He squeezed his eyes shut as he emerged from the hallway, and nearly 
tripped over someone. 

“Oh,” he said, catching his balance. And then he smiled when he 
realized who it was. “It’s you two. Sorry about that.” Crow hopped to his 
feet. Alex blushed and held his hand out to Sky. She took it and pulled 
herself up, then hastily let go. 


Alex looked from one to the other. And then he frowned. “You guys 
have rooms, don’t you?” 

They both nodded. 

“Oh, good. I thought we forgot. I’m glad somebody took care of you,” 
he said. “Did Meghan find you?” He tried to sound nonchalant, but it 
wasn’t working. 

The Silent girl nodded again, and then she pointed to the thorns around 
her neck and looked up at Alex with a solemn face. 

Alex looked back at her. Just looking at her made his knees weak. 
“So... ?” He flashed a lopsided grin. “You want me to take that nasty 
collar off you now?” 

Sky didn’t smile. She just swallowed hard and nodded. 

Alex took a deep breath. It was crazy how excited he was. He wondered 
what her voice would sound like. What if it was nothing like he expected? 
What if she’d had the necklace on too long and her voice didn’t come back? 

He’d thought about it and realized there was no need for Florence and 
her tools. It would be even easier removing one solid piece rather than half 
a dozen broken pieces. “Let’s do it, then,” he said gently. “All you have to 
do is stand there and don’t move.” He turned to Crow. “This would be a 
very, very bad time to bump me, okay? You got that?” 

Crow nodded and stepped back, his eyes wide and solemn. 

Alex turned back to the girl and moved her hair out of the way. “Cover 
your ears, Crow,” he said, his eyes not leaving the girl’s beautiful orange 
irises. 

Obediently, Crow put his fingers in his ears. 

Alex touched the metal thorns, careful to stay far away from her skin. 
“Ready?” he whispered. 

Sky blinked once, not daring to nod her head. She squeezed her hands 
into fists so tight that her knuckles looked like they might split. 

Alex closed his eyes and pictured the thorns disappearing, and then he 
whispered, “Dissipate.” 

When he opened his eyes, his fingertips were empty. In the space in front 
of him, Sky stood, still as a mouse. 

“Tt’s done.” A grin spread across Alex’s face. “Check the mirror,” he 
said, remembering that’s what covered the wall where the secret hallway 
stood. 


The girl put her fingers to her neck, and then ran to the mirror and stared. 
She traced the scars. A tear fell from the corner of her eye, and then she 
turned to Alex. “Alex,” she half mouthed, half whispered, nearly choking as 
her voice struggled to make sound once again. “Thank you.” 

It was the most beautiful sound Alex had ever heard. 





Lessons in Warblish 


Every day, whenever Lani could find a moment when no one was watching, 
she sent out the seek spell. And every day, when no one came to rescue 
them, she lost a little more hope. 

She was assigned to work in a fire cave, melting gold coins and making 
thorn necklaces. There were five or six other workers there around Lani’s 
age, and they showed her how to use a mold to form the long, thin, sharply 
pointed strings of gold. While the strings were still hot, the workers loosely 
weaved several of them together in a curved shape, making sure the pointed 
ends were at the proper angles to easily be inserted into someone’s neck. It 
was the most horrible job Lani could think of. 

The cave had a hole in the high ceiling, which let in some natural light. It 
also let out the smoke from the fire. It was beastly hot in there, and terribly 
sooty. The others talked now and then with gestures that Lani didn’t 
understand, but most of the time everyone plodded along, making gleaming 
golden thorns, lost in their own thoughts. It was beyond frustrating. Lani 
wanted to scream, to tear the thorns from her neck and yell and stomp her 
feet and just hear something again besides the rare voice of an unthomed 
supervisor. She wanted the young women she worked with to be as angry as 
she was. But they weren’t. They were complacent. 

Days passed. Lani went from the women’s bunkhouse to her job in the 
fire cave, and back to the bunkhouse. Her “leash” kept her tied to the 
complicated wire system above her head as she slept, bathed, and worked. 
Whenever she walked from one place to another, she strained her eyes, 
looking for any sign of Samheed, worried that he was still locked in the 
dark cave all alone. As much as she wanted to try to rip the wire off of her 
with her bare hands, she knew there was nowhere to escape to. And she 
wasn’t doing anything without Samheed. They were in this together, to the 
end. 

As she worked, an empty feeling made her chest ache, and tears burned 
her eyes. She couldn’t get the image out of her head—the man shoving 
Samheed to the ground, and Sam lying there, not moving, as the hulking 
beast dragged her away from him. She couldn’t stop thinking about him. 


What if, after all this, she’d never see him again? What if . . . what if he was 
dead? She couldn’t bear to think about it. 

At night, his name was on her lips as she tossed and turned on her cot. 
She clasped her hands together and held them to her cheek, eyes closed, 
pretending she was holding Samheed’s hand. Wishing with all her might 
that when she opened her eyes again, he would be there. 

But of course he never was. 


It was on her second week outside the dark cave, after a long day of hard 
work, that a woman summoned Lani and a blond-haired girl who was also 
tethered to the wire. Lani didn’t know the girl’s name, and no one knew 
Lani’s, either—there was really no reason to learn anyone’s name when you 
couldn’t speak. The woman led them out to the main hallway and to a small 
room with boulders for chairs. A few people sat there. As the girls entered, 
they were ushered to one side of the room. Lani looked around at the others 
and her heart jumped to her throat. There sat Samheed, also tethered to the 
ceiling wire on the purple line. 

His head was bowed. He hadn’t seen her. 

Lani stared at him, willing him to look up. After a moment, he did. 

His eyes were vacant at first, but when he saw Lani, they filled with 
recognition and longing. Lani swallowed hard and tried to smile, but only 
the corner of her mouth quivered. Her heart fluttered. She hadn’t really seen 
him since the day they’d been captured. They held one another’s gaze, 
telling stories with their eyes, until a voice startled them from their private, 
silent conversation. 

“I am Whimbrel,” a woman said. “Your behavior has earned you all the 
right to learn how to speak in our island’s sign language.” She wore no 
thorn necklace, but scars marked her neck where one most certainly once 
had been. “The language is for communication only when necessary, not for 
idle chatter. Anyone caught using the language excessively will be sent to 
the dark cave.” 

The handful of tethered people in the room didn’t react. The threat of the 
dark cave seemed to be the punishment for everything. In their handbooks, 
in their instructions for their new jobs, in the dining hall. There was nothing 
much worse than the dark cave, it was true. But they’d all survived it, 
apparently. 


“In a few years, if you have proved yourself loyal and worthy, Queen 
Eagala will consider removing your neck device, as she has obviously done 
for me,” Whimbrel said, her voice brimming with pride. But then her face 
grew dark. “However, if you try to remove it yourself, you will suffer a 
terrible fate.” 

All pairs of eyes in the room opened wider. This was news. 

The woman hunched over and said in a low, sinister voice, “The birds of 
Warbler are spies for the queen. They can track you by your thorns. If 
anyone but the queen removes your necklace, swarms of Warbler birds will 
come after you, no matter where you are.” She bent farther toward the 
group and whispered, “And they will peck your eyes out.” 

Lani glanced at Samheed just as he glanced at her, and they both had to 
look away quickly to keep a straight face. It was the most ridiculous thing 
they’d ever heard in their lives—more ridiculous than anything the High 
Priest Justine had told them in Quill. Besides, it was obvious the queen gave 
them orange eyes so they could be identified and killed if they ever 
escaped. It seemed pretty silly that she’d send birds to peck them out after 
all that effort. What good would that do? But the sad part was, everyone 
else in the room seemed to believe it with all their heart—even the woman 
speaking. 

What kind of crazy place is this? Lani had asked herself over and over 
again. Fear, fear, and more fear. What is Warbler so afraid of that they had 
to silence everyone on it? Is every island this messed up? 

“And if any strangers find their way to our shores or into our caves, you 
must not address them. Immediately get help. Understood?” 

The small group, including Lani and Samheed, nodded. 

Whimbrel seemed satisfied that she had instilled a sufficient amount of 
fear into the hearts and minds of the newest members of Warbler. She went 
on to teach them a dozen or so hand signals. Words like “come,” “go,” 
“help,” “inside,” “outside,” “eat,” “sleep,” “work,” “danger,” “please,” and 
“thank you.” 

Lani almost laughed at the last two. At least the people of Warbler were 
polite. She shook her head and caught Samheed looking at her. She held his 
gaze for a moment, a feeling of warmth flooding her chest. What a relief it 
was to see him—actually see him. It felt like a part of her that had been 
missing was back again. She smiled and looked down, not wanting 
Whimbrel to suspect they knew each other. 
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Once they’d learned the hand signals, Whimbrel said, “Now pair up and 
practice the symbols with a partner.” 

As the blond girl turned toward Lani, Lani pretended not to notice and 
instead stood up and stepped over to Samheed. He half grinned in covert 
delight and moved over on his boulder chair. Lani hopped on and perched 
cross-legged, facing him, close enough to touch. Whimbrel didn’t seem to 
mind. She wasn’t exactly the housemother type. 

As Whimbrel called out each word, the language students took turns 
signing it to their partner. Soon the instructor told them to go ahead and 
work on their own. She sat down near the door, pulled a paper from her 
pocket, and began to study it. 

Lani’s eyes flew open. She shifted so that Samheed’s body mostly 
blocked her from Whimbrel’s sight, and then she reached for Samheed’s 
hand and took it in hers. It was almost as if their blood pulsated together 
through their fingertips. Lani’s body tingled and she took in a sharp breath. 
She looked up and saw Samheed swallow hard, his thorns wavering as he 
did so. And then he tapped gently into her hand in their own private 
language, “I miss you like crazy.” 





A Ray of Light 


Lani held her breath, willing herself not to cry, because that would surely 
draw the attention of Whimbrel. “I miss you too,” she tapped back. “I’m so 
glad you’re okay.” She studied him, his new golden-orange eyes piercing 
hers. His dark hair was longer than it had ever been, and the ends curled up 
a bit around his ears and at his neck. 

They made a show of doing some of their signs in case anyone was 
looking. Samheed pointed to himself and then signed, “Work outside.” He 
pointed to her, a question burning in his eyes. 

“Inside,” Lani signed back. “Go?” She raised an eyebrow. “Danger?” 

Samheed pressed his lips into a line. He took her hand and tapped. “I 
make ships. Covered area so no one can see from water or sky.” 

Lani glanced over his shoulder and signed randomly, “Come, go, thank 
you, please.” 

She tapped. “I’m in fire cave making metal thorns.” 

He flashed her a look of pity and signed, “Work, sleep, eat.” 

She tapped again. “We have to get out of here.” And then she signed, 
“Go, come, outside.” 

He nodded and tapped, “Stealing wood to make raft. Slow going. When 
do we get leashes off?” 

Lani shrugged. She saw Whimbrel fold her paper and put it back into her 
pocket. Lani began signing, flashing a warning with her eyes to Samheed 
before wiping her face of all emotion once again. 

Whimbrel stood and began walking around the room, looking at each 
pair and watching them sign, correcting them if they were not quite 
accurate. She paused at Samheed’s side and watched as Lani signed 
beautifully, “Danger, please, help.” 

“Good,” Whimbrel said. She smiled primly at Lani and moved on. 
“Tomorrow we’ll learn another set.” 

Lani’s lips parted in surprise. “Tomorrow!” she tapped into Samheed’s 
hand. 

He grinned and his face flushed. “Best news of the year,” he tapped. And 
then he gave Lani’s hand a little squeeze, and she squeezed back. 


It felt right to have their fingers entwined again. 


Making Plans 


While Sean and Meghan rode Simber to Warbler Island to study the terrain, 
Alex and Florence spent their time gathering information from Sky and 
Crow. Crow was now free of his thornament as well, and both of the Silent 
children had a good deal of trouble getting their voices to work properly at 
first. After some practice and a little bit of magical help from Ms. Morning, 
Crow’s voice came back, though it still squeaked from time to time. He told 
Alex that he’d had his necklace on for only a few weeks before he and Sky 
escaped on the raft. 

Sky, on the other hand, had had her thornament attached for a few years. 
Even with magic, her voice came back much more slowly and remained 
husky from that point on, which she didn’t seem to mind. Alex thought she 
sounded quite nice indeed. 

After a while they gathered in the hospital ward to talk so that Claire and 
Gunnar could listen as well from their beds. Alex and Florence asked them 
everything they could think of about Warbler. Soon, with Sky’s hoarse 
directions, Alex was sketching a map of the underground tunnels and 
outlining the various workstations around the island, all hidden from the 
view of the shore and camouflaged with brush and trees. 

“Do you have any idea where Sam and Lani would be?” Alex asked as 
he studied his work. 

Sky leaned over the map, her hair falling forward. Absently she tucked it 
behind her ear and pointed to the center of the maze of caves and tunnels. 
“They’d be in the dark cave for quite a while,” she said, her voice a husky 
song. “That’s where they put you after they administer the thorns and the 
acid eye drops. I think it needs to be fairly dark for the eyes to heal.” She 
said it without a note of bitterness. Florence studied the girl with a curious 
look. 

“Tt’s hard to say how long you’re in there, though. It feels like a long 
time when you don’t know when something’s going to end,” Sky mused. 
“It’s pretty traumatic.” She glanced at Crow. “Isn’t it, buddy?” 

Crow nodded. He was almost as quiet as before he’d had his thorns 
removed. He tilted his head and reached across the map. “That’s where the 


boys sleep. You get chained to a wire for a while until they know you’re 
good.” 

From her bed, Claire wore a stony expression. She shook her head. “I’m 
so sorry,” she said in a quiet voice. 

Sky pointed to a large cave on the opposite side. “The girls are in this 
one.” She pointed to various caves in a clockwise pattern. “Here’s where 
they manufacture clothing—I worked there part of the time, and also in the 
shipyard. This is the dining and kitchen area, which is where Crow worked. 
Mining is done in this cave here and throughout the island—there’s an open 
mine hidden by rock overhangs in the center of Warbler, and there is also a 
waterfall with a freshwater river flowing through the middle of the island. 
This big cave at the south end,” she said, looking at Alex, “which is the 
opposite side from where Meghan said she and the others anchored the 
boat, is where the fire cave is—they make the thorns there by melting the 
gold. And over here,” she said, pointing to the east side of the island, “is 
shipbuilding.” 

“Ships,” Alex said, tapping his lips and thinking. “Multiple ships?” 

“A fleet,’ Crow said. “Queen Eagala wants them for the attack.” 

Alex turned to Crow. “What attack?” 

Sky interrupted. “Let me tell this part, okay, Crow?” She smoothed his 
hair off his forehead. He shook his head to mess it back up again, but he 
looked amiable enough and was silent. 

Sky hopped on a chair like she had seen Alex do when he addressed a 
group. She hunched over, arms reaching out in front of her as if she were 
imagining a new Setting, and began what sounded like a story. 

“Many years ago, Eagala was bom on Warbler Island to the current 
ruling family. When she was a child, she and her older brothers and sisters 
created the sign language that Warbler now uses. Some of them could do 
magic. Today, Warbler Island is charmed with a magical silence spell 
created by Eagala herself. The queen and her siblings kept their magic a 
secret for years. One day, when she was still a young girl, Eagala’s oldest 
brother and sister left to explore the six other islands in our world. But they 
never returned. Eagala never saw them again. When she grew up she went 
in search of them, but found hostility at the other islands, so she made a 
hasty retreat back to Warbler, only to find that her father, the king, had 
passed away in her absence, and she was the new ruler.” 


Alex and the others listened, spellbound, amazed at Sky’s natural ability 
as a Storyteller, and her ability to speak so well after having been silenced 
for so long. He found himself admiring her even more. 

Sky continued. “Fearing that her siblings had been killed by hostile 
enemies, she worried for her people and commissioned the residents of 
Warbler to dig the tunnels and caves for their own protection, which they 
did willingly. Soon Warbler appeared to be completely uninhabited, and she 
added the silent spell over the land not only so that Warblerans could work 
with concentration, but so no passersby would ever suspect—there is no 
noise from axes or hammers to be heard anywhere, and everyone was 
commanded to speak softly when outside. Queen Eagala credits herself for 
keeping Warbler from attack. But she wanted to be prepared for war, so she 
began to build a fleet of ships and sailing canoes.” Sky looked around. 
“There are over a hundred ships hidden in the trees in various stages of 
completion,” she said. 

“A hundred!” Alex said, eyes wide. And then he frowned. “How many 
people are there on Warbler, anyway? It can’t be more than a few hundred, 
can it?” 

Sky looked at him solemnly. “Thousands of people, all hidden 
underground. Most of them silenced, like us, from the age of ten, and the 
younger children all housed far below to keep their voices from being 
heard. It’s like an ant colony, everyone scurrying around in silence, doing 
their jobs, going from one place to the next.” 

Haluki spoke up. “Did the people also agree to wear the thorn 
necklaces?” He sounded incredulous. 

Sky shook her head. “No. The thorns are recent within the last several 
years. People began to revolt against being forced to hide and whisper all 
the time. When other sailors found their boats drawn to our shores because 
of the strong current circling our island, Warblerans started sneaking away 
and emerging from hiding to tell the visitors of the restrictions and try to 
escape with them.” 

“So Queen Eagala found a way to silence the people completely,” Alex 
said, wonder in his voice. “How horrible.” 

Sky lifted her chin high and didn’t falter. 

“What about the eyes?” Claire asked from her bed in a weak voice. 

“Its our brand. Our mark that we belong to Warbler . . . in case we are 
ever discovered elsewhere,” she said. This time her words were tinged with 


bitterness. And then she looked down. “I guess the bird thing really was just 
to scare us, or they wouldn’t have bothered to make our eyes orange. But I 
think they’ll come after us eventually if they believe we survived our 
escape. And for that I am really sorry. If you don’t want us to stay here—” 

Claire pushed up on her elbow in alarm and Alex stood up to protest. 
“Of course you’ll stay here!” he said. “You—and Crow, too—helped fix 
Artimé. I don’t care what color your eyes are. You guys are Artiméans 
now.” Alex flushed. “If you want to be, I mean.” He sat back down, feeling 
like he’d probably just overreacted a bit in his haste to assure them they had 
to stay. But the thought of them leaving now . . . He caught Claire and 
Gunnar exchanging smiles and glances, which made him flush even hotter 
than before. 

Sky flushed too. 

Florence squelched an ebony smile and saved them by saying, “They’ll 
have to get past Simber and me first. But let’s turn our thoughts back to 
Lani and Samheed, and how we’re going to find them in that maze.” 

“Right.” Alex looked back at the map and studied it some more. 
“Thousands of people hidden above and under the ground,” he mused, 
rubbing his temples. “And some of them act as guards, shooting sleep 
darts.” 

Sky and Crow nodded. 

Alex frowned and shook his head—how could they possibly take on 
thousands of people and find the two they wanted at the same time? They’d 
need a whole army of Artiméans. At most, Simber could carry four on his 
back. Claire’s boat, which was now ready and waiting, could hold at most 
fifteen normal-size people. . . . Florence would sink Claire’s boat just by 
stepping into it. But Alex needed her. He needed anybody and everybody 
who wouldn’t be harmed by sleep darts. 

Slowly Alex lifted his head, and the frown washed away. He thought for 
a second more, tapping his fingers on his knee, and then he turned. 
“Florence,” he said slowly, as if the idea was still in the process of coming 
to him, “can you please clear the lawn, and then round up all the statues? 
Every last one of them, from the library to the lounge and all through the 
mansion, and send them to the theater?” He pushed his chair back and stood 
up, rolling the map into a tube. “Pll meet you there shortly. But first,” he 
said, a slow grin spreading across his face, “we’re going to need a bigger 
boat.” 


More Plans 


As Florence headed outside to clear the lawn, Alex raced up the steps to the 
somewhat secret hallway, said the magic words “Door number one,” and 
entered the Museum of Large. He went straight to the pirate ship and 
studied it, walking all the way around it, with his hand tracing the 
perimeter, feeling its solidness. 

It had come ashore one day, Mr. Today had said. There had been just two 
sailors aboard, both dead. As Alex remembered Mr. Today’s story, he 
recalled that the old mage had said that the sailors wore strange things 
around their necks. 

“You’ve been to Warbler before, haven’t you,” Alex murmured. 
“Perhaps you’re one of the ships from Queen Eagala’s fleet.” 

The ship whispered and whispered. Alex strained his ears, but he 
couldn’t understand it, not even a word. 

“Are you ready to have at it again?” he asked. 

The ship seemed agreeable. 

“Pll be right back.” Alex strode out into the secret hallway and down to 
the end of it, to the window, and he looked out. The lawn, beach, and sea 
were cleared. Alex smiled, went back to the museum, and stood next to the 
pirate ship. He put his hands on the hull, closed his eyes, and pictured the 
sea in front of the mansion. He held the picture in his mind for a long 
moment, his hands quavering a bit, and tried not to think about what would 
happen if something went terribly wrong. And then, after a deep breath, he 
whispered, “Transport.” 

The ship trembled for an instant, and then it disappeared. 

Alex opened his eyes, amazed at the huge space that now stood empty 
before him. He turned and ran back to the end of the hallway. And there, not 
quite all the way in the water but pretty amazingly close, was the pirate 
ship. 

“Whew,” Alex breathed. He ran back to the museum, locked the door, 
and then tore back down through the teeming crowds of Artiméans who had 
come inside the mansion at Florence’s request. 


“You can all go back to whatever you were doing,” he called out. “Just 
stay away from the ship for now, okay?” He dashed out the mansion’s 
seaside door to make sure the ship was unharmed in its transportation 
process. 

As he reached the ship, he saw something in the sky coming toward him. 
He shielded his eyes and watched as Simber, Meghan, and Sean drew closer 
and then landed on the lawn nearby. 

Alex ran up to them as Sean and Meghan dismounted. “How did it go?” 
Alex asked. “Was it strange?” 

“A little,’ Meghan said. She had formed a habit of touching the scars on 
her neck when she spoke. “But we were able to get in pretty close to see the 
tunnel that I escaped from. And we found a couple more spots where 
Simber could sense people nearby, only we couldn’t see them.” She glanced 
at the ship. “Um... explain, please?” 

Alex grinned. “We made some great progress today. You left this 
morning before I could tell you that Crow and Sky let me take their 
thornaments off late last night.” He shook his head. “Sky gave us a ton of 
information. It’s pretty scary over there, and this is going to be really 
difficult. Come on—I’m meeting with all the statues. I’ ll fill you in.” 

Alex, Sean, and Meghan went inside and made their way to the theater 
via tube while Simber went through the temporary 3-D door that Ms. 
Octavia had put up for the larger statues. It was an odd assortment in the 
auditorium. Dozens upon dozens of statues of all sizes had gathered, from 
the enormous Simber and Florence down to a tiny porcelain kitten the size 
and color of a bite-size marshmallow. The kitten perched on the shoulder of 
a somewhat rambunctious rust-colored fox statue carved from driftwood. 
The fox spent most of his time playing the saxophone in the lounge band. 
Charlie the gargoyle was there, and even the tiki statue from the third-floor 
library had somehow arrived despite having no legs to walk on. The 
grouchy ostrich that Alex and his friends had thrown their first origami 
dragon at was there as well, looking quite skeptical. 

Alex walked to the stage and stood next to the podium, facing them. He 
put his hands in his pockets and waited. 

When all was silent, Alex looked earnestly at the statues. “Thank you for 
coming,” he said, pulling his hands from his pockets and clasping them 
together in front of him. “Artimé is in great need of your help, and Pm 
wondering if any of you are up for a bit of an adventure.” 


That evening, Alex gathered his most trusted instructors, friends, and 
mentors. He expanded the hospital wing slightly so that they all could fit 
inside, and they met there for the sake of Ms. Morning and Gunnar Haluki, 
who now had advanced to sitting up in bed. 

Alex held up a handful of papers, including the map of Warbler and the 
books about the islands that he had found but hadn’t yet had a chance to 
read. He looked at Ms. Morning and Gunnar first. “You know how to 
restore the world if anything should happen, correct?” he asked. “And are 
you physically able to do it if something . . . something bad should happen 
to me?” 

“Yes,” Gunnar said solemnly. 

“Absolutely,” Ms. Morning said. 

Alex smiled. “Good. Here’s a robe,” he said, taking it off and handing it 
to Ms. Morning. “You should wear it. If you don’t have a robe and Artimé 
disappears, you’re sunk.” 

Ms. Morning nodded and wrapped it around her shoulders, fastening it at 
her neck. 

Alex turned to Simber. “Does anyone in Quill know that Artimé is 
restored?” 

“Not to my knowledge, but I’m surrre it won’t be long beforrre they do.” 

“And the girrinos?” 

“They’rrre rrready forrr anything and we have additional spies 
monitorrring the rrroad to Quill.” 

“Great.” He looked down at Rufus the squirrelicorn, who stood next to 
him. “Do you have your team?” 

“Ready and waiting, sir.” 

Alex smiled at the term. It felt strange to have a warrior like Rufus 
calling him sir, but he thought it was kind of nice and it made him feel more 
confident about himself, so he didn’t stop the creature from saying it. 

He looked at Meghan, Sean, and Henry. “You guys good?” 

They all nodded. 

“And you’re sure you want to go?” Alex asked Henry. “Don’t you want 
to stay here with your dad?” 

“I’m going,” Henry said. “I need to rescue my sister. And I can help with 
the healing spells in case anybody gets hurt. I’m getting really good.” 

Alex nodded. “I’ve noticed that. All right.” Then he turned to Sky and 
Crow. “Can you guys help keep things rolling around here while we’re 


gone?” 

Sky’s eyes narrowed. She glanced at Crow, whose face wore a look of 
surprise, and then she looked back at Alex. “Oh,” she said. “We thought we 
were coming with you.” 

Alex’s lips parted, and then he glanced at Meghan and Ms. Morning to 
see their reactions. “You’d be priceless in the way of helping, but I—I 
didn’t think you’d want to,” he stammered. “What if they see you?” 

Sky lifted her chin and folded her arms over her chest. “Then the sight of 
me will be the last thing they’ Il ever see,” she said. 

Alex’s heart swished. And he knew, at that very moment, that he wanted 
Sky on his side of any fight, anytime, anywhere, for as long as he could 
convince her to stay in Artimé. 





And Finally, They’re Off 


Before dawn, Alex got up. He loaded up his component vest and filled an 
extra sack with more components—there was no way he was going to run 
out, that was for sure. And with him in charge, well, he had responsibilities 
now. 

“I’m going away,” he announced to Clive. 

Clive, who was still miffed about finding out from other sources what 
had happened to Artimé, didn’t respond. 

“We’re going to try and rescue Samheed and Lani,” Alex said. “They’re 
captured on another island.” He looked fondly at the growing line of 
prototypes of the components that he and his friends had created, thinking 
he’d soon need another shelf to display them all. He glanced over his 
shoulder and said, “It could be dangerous.” 

Clive pushed his silken face out of the blackboard. “I guess Pll be the 
last to know if it is,” he said. Then he sank back and disappeared. 

Alex shook his head and sighed. It bothered him more than he cared to 
admit that Clive was still peeved at him. But he didn’t know how to explain 
the vast pressure that was on him. Or how much pressure had been on him 
the entire time that Clive and all the others were experiencing the magical 
equivalent of a visit to the Ancients Sector. 

He turned back to the components, double- and triple-checking his 
quantities, counting aloud to himself, not noticing that Clive had silently 
resurfaced again to watch him. 

Alex looked back at the line of prototypes. There was the one Lani had 
made for the pincushion spell. Next to it was the tiny rubber ball Samheed 
had altered to look like a brain for the dementia spell. He wondered if he’d 
ever have any more of their creations lining his shelves. Alex smiled sadly 
as he recalled the day they’d sent their new spells soaring at their 
instructors. Had it really only been a few months since then? Alex felt like 
he’d become an entirely different person in that time. He reached up and 
took the pincushion and the tiny brain, cradling them in his hand, admiring 
the fine detailed work his friends had done. 


He wondered if Lani had changed too, like he had. She must have, he 
thought. He couldn’t begin to imagine what she’d gone through by now. 
Hard stuff forces you to grow up fast—that much he knew. 

But Lani was strong. “I sure hope you’re okay,” he whispered. He felt a 
pang of guilt spear through him. With all Lani must be going through, he 
just couldn’t stop feeling guilty about... about .. . well, he wasn’t exactly 
sure why he felt so guilty when he thought about her these days. Obviously 
because he hadn’t rescued her and Sam yet, but that was hardly something 
he could help. Maybe it was because he didn’t think about her as often as he 
used to. But, he argued with himself, stuff happens when your whole world 
disappears and you have to count on the people who are actually there to 
help you make it through. 

He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and opened them again. He 
looked at the components in his hand, then slowly closed his fingers over 
them and put them in his pocket for good luck. “We’re going to find you,” 
he said softly. “We just have to.” 

And then everything will be back to normal, he told himself. 

Clive slipped away once again. 

Alex took a deep breath and let it out, then squared his shoulders, picked 
up his supplies, and carried them to the door. He opened it, glancing at his 
blackboard but seeing only words. “Bye,” he said, and closed the door. He 
waited a beat, shrugged, and then he headed out to the ship. 


Florence was there already, standing with an arm slung over the top of the 
lower deck. Beside her was a stack of crates, and she already had the 
gangway pulled out and resting on the ground. When she saw Alex, she 
nodded a greeting. “I’ve had a look at this,” she said. “I suggest we load the 
humans and the lighter folks, then Sim and I will lift and push this thing out 
into deeper water. It’ll go faster that way, rather than getting it in the water 
first and transporting Artiméans back and forth. Pll climb on and Sim wants 
to fly, which is good.” 

Alex felt a sense of relief wash through him. He’d been nervous, but he 
knew he had the best team he could possibly have. “And someone here 
knows how to sail this thing, right?” 

“Well, I could do it in a pinch,” Florence said, adjusting her bulging 
quiver of arrows on her back, “but Siggy found someone else in the theater 
supply closet with a lot more experience. He’s bringing him by in a bit.” 


“Perfect,” Alex said. “High tide is around eight. That’ll help with 
launching this crazy ship.” 

“You know it whispers, right?” Florence asked. 

Alex nodded. “Any idea what it’s saying?” 

“No,” Florence said. “Hopefully nothing bad.” She smiled and picked up 
the stack of crates, lifting them over the railing and placing them on the 
deck. 

Before long, a strange assortment of volunteers had assembled in groups 
according to their assigned leaders. Alex, Sean, Meghan, Ms. Octavia, 
Florence, Simber, and Rufus each carried a written list of their charges, 
each leader responsible for counting and keeping track of their volunteers. 
The statues mostly stood quietly, though a few hopped around sniffing 
things, while the squirrelicorns circled overhead. 

Soon Mr. Appleblossom arrived, walking with a marble statue. He was a 
man with a peg leg, and he wore the uniform and hat of a sea captain. 

Mr. Appleblossom stopped in front of Alex. “A bright and lucky morn to 
you, my boy,” he said. “Meet Captain Ahab, here to run your ship. A finer 
man the sea has never known.” He leaned in and whispered, “Take heed, or 
find yourself with a fat lip.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Ah, nice to meet you, Captain Ahab.” 

“Pirates!” exploded the statue, pointing at the sails. “Blast my skull to 
bits!” 

Alex stared. He slid his gaze to Mr. Appleblossom, who smiled politely, 
almost with mischief, and said nothing. 

“We-we’re not pirates. We’re just going to that island there, and then 
back again. Can you sail this thing?” 

“Ransacking thieves!” he roared. “Ye ever seen the white whale?” He 
leaned toward Alex, leering at him. 

Alex fought off a strange urge to laugh. No wonder Mr. Appleblossom 
kept this statue in the props closet. The captain was crazy, and Mr. 
Appleblossom knew it, but he was a ship captain. And, well, they really 
needed him. Alex decided to try a more direct approach. “Follow me,” he 
said. He turned abruptly and started up the gangplank, hoping the captain 
was following him. A minute later the uneven thump of the statue’s gait 
assured Alex he was. 

“When we push off, I need you to take us there,” Alex said, once they 
reached the main deck. He pointed to Warbler. “Okay?” 


The captain peered out over the water. “Thar she blows!” he bellowed. 
He pointed to what looked to Alex like the next island beyond Warbler, 
which they could sometimes see, and sometimes not see, depending on the 
light and the waves. Alex looked out of sheer curiosity and thought he saw 
a bit of froth rising from the surface of the water, but a second later it was 
gone. He shrugged. Maybe this guy had a thing for whales. But that was 
probably just a big wave crashing against a rock wall. 

“Great,” Alex said. “Stay here and be ready.” 

“Ye blast my skull!” the captain said in return. 

“You’re blasting mine,” Alex muttered, and then made a hasty retreat 
when he remembered what Mr. Appleblossom had said about avoiding a fat 
lip. 

A glance at the waterline on the sand told him they were near high tide. 
It was time to go. He peered over the ship’s rail and called out, “All 
aboard!” He watched the army, pleased, as they boarded the ship in an 
orderly fashion. Those who could fly did so, and those who couldn’t made 
their way to their stations on foot, the legless tiki statue again mysteriously 
appearing on deck, without anyone having noticed it moving. 

When Mr. Appleblossom returned to the mansion to help run things, and 
everyone but Simber and Florence was on board, Simber braced his rippling 
shoulder against the stern and lifted up, taking care with the rudder. 
Florence gripped the sides, lifting and pushing. Together they poured all 
their weight into dislodging the ship from the bit of sand that remained. 

Simber growled when the water lapped at his feet. He’d had enough of 
that lately. But he pushed on, and soon he and Florence were gliding 
through the water with ease. “That’s enough forrr me,” he said to Florence, 
and began to flap his wings, rising into the air. He shook his body to rid it of 
the awful liquid. 

Florence smiled and waved him off. “Poor kitty,” she said. 

Simber growled again, this time playfully, and showered Florence with 

droplets. “We’rrre farrr enough,” he said. “Grrrab hold, I'll give you a leg 
up.” 
“Everybody to the bow!” Florence shouted. She let go of the ship and, 
careful to avoid Simber’s wings, slung an arm around his neck. He rose 
slowly, bringing Florence up and out of the water, and set her gently on 
deck opposite everyone else to keep the ship from capsizing. 

Captain Ahab gave a shout, and with that, they were seaborne. 


But then, just as they pulled away from their glorious Artimé, a figure 
burst from the mansion’s seaside door and rushed to the shore, waving her 
arms and shouting, “Wait!” 





Across the Sea 


Simber turned his head, hearing the cry. “I’ll be rrright back,” he said, and 
soared over the ship, turning sharply toward the shore. Alex watched him, 
alarmed, trying to figure out who was standing at the shore. Was it Ms. 
Morning? What could have happened to bring her out of her bed? 

Simber landed on the sand and spoke a few words to the woman, and 
then she climbed on his back. Soon they were heading to the ship, and 
within seconds the woman was dangling from Simber’s neck and dropping 
to the deck. Alex watched, curious. The woman dusted off her clothes and 
looked around anxiously. 

“Carina!” Alex cried. He ran over to her and picked her up, twirling her 
around in a huge circle as the rest of the crew looked on, some with smiles, 
some with curiosity. 

“Alex,” she said with a wide grin, and then she grabbed his head and 
kissed him soundly on the cheek. 

He laughed, only a little embarrassed, and happier than he could possibly 
explain to see Carina Fathom—or rather, Carina Holiday, again. “You came 
back!” But his delight turned to concern. “Where’s your baby? Is 
everything okay?” 

“Little Seth is fine,” Carina assured him, smoothing her short locks of 
light brown hair. “I snuck home to Artimé during the night to see how you 
were all doing, and lo and behold, I found you back in business! Friends 
told me at breakfast that you were setting out on this adventure. They said 
they’d take care of Seth while I’m gone. I didn’t want to miss it. I felt so 
bad for leaving you like that.” 

“Don’t, please,” Alex said. He gripped her arms and smiled warmly. 
“You needed to go, and I’m so glad to see you again. You look... just... 
great. Doesn’t she, guys?” He turned and looked around, his eyes stopping 
at Sean, who was staring intensely at Carina. Alex dropped his gaze and 
smiled a little. 

“It’s good to see you,” Sean said. 

Carina’s face nearly split, she was grinning so hard. “Sean,” she said. 
She went to him and gave him a big hug. “I missed you.” 


Sean dipped his head, embarrassed. “It’s .. . yeah. I—Me too.” 

Meghan, who had been watching the reunion, cast a glance at Alex and 
almost laughed. Her brother had a crush on Carina Holiday! She’d had no 
idea. 

“Sean,” Meghan said. Carina gave a look of surprise at Meghan, who 
could speak again. “Why don’t you fill Carina in on everything that 
happened after she left? Alex and I have some planning to do.” 

“We do?” Alex looked at Meghan. “Oh. I mean, yes. We do.” He let 
Meghan drag him by the arm to a quiet spot on deck below Simber, who 
only had to flap his wings every now and then to keep up with the lazy 
speed of the ship. From the corner of his eye, Alex saw Sky standing off to 
the side with Crow and Henry, watching him. But just as he was about to 
call out to her, she tugged Crow’s shirt and headed down to a lower deck. 

“Oh,” Alex murmured. 

“What, oh?” 

“Never mind. What’s up?” 

Meghan tilted her head and flashed Alex a quizzical look. “What’s going 
on with you and her?” 

“Her who?” 

“Sky. Duh.” 

“Nothing.” He didn’t know why he felt guilty. 

“So you still like Lani?” Meghan’s sharp green eyes bored into Alex’s 
soul. 

“Of course,” Alex said. 

Meghan looked like she didn’t believe him. “You know, if she and Sam 
are alive, and if we are able to rescue them, it would be really bad timing to 
suddenly stop liking her.” 

“She’s my friend. I’m not going to stop liking her.” 

“You know what I mean.” Meghan narrowed her eyes. 

“So?” 

“So I’m telling you as your best friend that you shouldn’t do anything 
dumb. I mean, I really like Sky. She’s great. But it would be really dumb to, 
you know, like her right now. So maybe you should stop.” 

“I don’t like Sky,” Alex said, growing exasperated. “I still like Lani, 
okay? I’m not going to— Bah! Whatever, okay? I miss Lani. I miss her like 
crazy,” he said, and he meant it. “You have no idea how much I miss her 
and Sam, or how horrible it’s been for me knowing we couldn’t do anything 


to help them. I don’t even have time to like anybody, okay? Because this 
dumb job that got forced on me never, ever ends. There’s always some 
crisis, and there’s always some problem, and there’s always some—” 

“Pm sorry. Wow,” Meghan said. “Calm down.” 

“No! You know what? Who am I kidding? Look at Mr. Today—he left 
his family to do this job, and he never seemed to have time to like his wife 
or anybody again, and I know why. It’s because this job is endless. So don’t 
even talk to me about who I should like or shouldn’t like, because I’ ll never 
be able to have anything resembling . . . that. Ever.” Even as he said it, he 
began to realize the truth in his words. He made a quick move to his feet, 
nearly taking a blow to the head from the tip of Simber’s wing. He ducked 
and shuffled off to go belowdecks. “I’m not going to do anything to hurt 
Lani’s feelings,” he said over his shoulder. “But she’ ll figure out eventually 
that I’m going to pretty much be a big loner for the rest of my life.” 

He stepped down, barely catching sight of a familiar piece of clothing 
disappearing around the comer in front of him. He hurried down the step 
and saw Sky running at full speed toward the bow. He watched for a 
moment, mouth open, and then he wrinkled up his face and cursed his 
stupidity under his breath, pounding his forehead against the cabin wall. 


A Small Problem 


An hour into the journey, Alex began meeting with each group to give them 
a copy of the map and go over the plan. They would arrive by late afternoon 
and enact the plan before dark—Sky had told them that would probably be 
the best time. Each group would be responsible for different parts of the 
plan, and each leader had the authority to call off a part of the plan that 
wasn’t working. 

They had brought plenty of food along, so everyone ate a hearty lunch as 
they went over their directions with their leader. Alex sat quietly alone in 
the spot he’d been sitting in before. Meghan came up to him, apologized, 
and left again after Alex apologized too. Simber flew overhead, quiet as 
ever, noticing everything, saying nothing, as was his modus operandi. 

It was midafternoon, after a zillion thoughts had flown through Alex’s 
head that kept him from concentrating, when Simber spoke. 

“Alex,” he said. 

Alex looked up. “Yes?” 

“Something’s off.” 

Whenever Simber said those words, it was never good. 

“What is it?” Alex said. 

“We’rrre strrraying off courrrse. Just a little. But enough to be a 
concerrm.” 

Alex looked up at the sails. “Is it the wind?” 

Simber was quiet for a moment. “No.” 

“Ts it the crazy captain?” 

“That would be my firrrst guess.” 

Alex got to his feet. “Thanks. Pll go talk to him. Though I don’t know 
what good it'll do. He doesn’t exactly know how to carry on a 
conversation.” He made his way to the ship’s wheel. As he grew close, he 
could hear the mutterings and outbursts of Captain Ahab. 

“Shred my beard and call me Ishmael!” the captain shouted. He leaned 
heavily on the wheel. 

“Excuse me, Captain,” Alex said. “It seems we’re off course.” He put a 
hand to his brow to shield the sun. “We need to go to that island over there.” 


“Tt’s haunted! Teeming with ghoulies.” 

Alex rolled his eyes. “No, it’s not. It’s an island whose people have 
captured our friends. We need to rescue them,” he said. He was beginning 
to get nervous. “Where are you taking us?” 

“Crack ye pea-size brain! Not the island, boy, the ship. The ship! She’s 
of a mind, and the rudder’s in her ghosty grasp.” Ahab grabbed Alex’s shirt 
with a wild look, and whispered, “’Tis the doings of the white whale!” 

Alex’s eyes grew wide in fright, though he wasn’t quite sure what he was 
frightened of. He tugged his shirt loose from the captain’s fist. “Are you 
saying you can’t get us to the island?” 

“Blast ye to the deadly triangle’s grip!” he cried. “Your words are truth. 
The proof lies in the wheel.” He leaned hard on the wheel, but the ship 
didn’t change course. “Haunted, sure as I’m alive. I hear the whispers like a 
heavy heart about to burst. But look,” he said in a softer, even scarier voice. 
“She’s tracking yonder, ever bitter, ever seeking. Revenge is in our grasp!” 

Alex stared, openmouthed, not sure what to do or say. Not even sure 
what was happening. The captain leaned on the wheel in the opposite 
direction, but the ship stayed steady. Alex looked ahead to where the 
captain pointed, but he saw nothing but water. Warbler loomed larger to the 
port side, a good ways off. He knit his brow, trying to make sense of the 
conversation. 

Finally he turned without a word and hurried back to Simber. 

“We have a problem,” Alex said. “It’s not the captain. I don’t think it is, 
anyway. He seems to be trying to get us to Warbler, but he thinks .. . he 
thinks the ship is haunted. And it’s going somewhere on its own power.” 

Simber blinked, but showed no other clue to his thoughts until he spoke. 
And what he said next spread a chill through Alex’s bones. 

“About thrrree minutes ago,” he said slowly, “as you were talking to the 
captain, the island beyond Warrrbler disappearrred.” 


Destination: Unknown 


Alex scanned the horizon, and then he remembered he hadn’t seen it when 
he was talking to the captain. “It—it should be right out here somewhere, 
shouldn’t it? Is it hidden behind Warbler?” Alex stood on his tiptoes, but he 
knew that there was no way the island could be hidden at this angle. It 
should be right in front of them, due west, not out to the port side of the 
ship, where Warbler was. 

Simber looked grim. “I’ve wonderrred in the past if therrre was 
something strrrange about that island. Therrre werrre times I couldn’t see it, 
but I assumed it was because of its distance, the lighting, and the tides... . ” 
He trailed off, lost in thought. 

Alex watched Warbler Island as the pirate ship continued past it. His 
heart dropped, and he could hear people commenting about it. “I’ll be right 
back,” he said to Simber. 

He ran down to the deck below. “Sky! Crow!” he called out, knowing he 
had to put aside what had happened earlier. “Sky? Are you down here?” He 
raced around the deck, frantically looking for them. 

“Alex?” 

Her voice always surprised him. The husky rasp remained at the edges of 
her words since the thorn necklace had been removed, and it somehow 
made her voice more beautiful. He turned, heaving from the run, and saw 
her eyes were puffy. He felt terrible. 

“Sky,” he said, “I—need you. Can you come with me?” 

She lifted her chin. “Of course,” she said. The words were cool, crisp 
enough to shatter. 

Ouch. “Thanks—up a deck, to where Simber is flying.” 

Halfway up the stairs, he stopped suddenly and turned. Sky bumped into 
him. 

“Oh, sorry,” she said, startled. She looked up. They were alone in the 
stairwell. 

Alex stared at her, her pretty eyes, her smooth brown skin, her hair that 
was bleached by the sun, and his stomach jumped and crashed around 


inside his ribs. He lifted his hand and it faltered, and then he swallowed 
hard and gently pushed a strand of her hair to the side. 

“Look, I’m the one who’s sorry,” he whispered. “I know you heard— 
earlier—and I want to explain, but there’s no time right now. I just... I 
kind of feel like I’m cracking apart.” 

Her mouth twitched. 

Alex glanced at her lips, and then found her eyes again. He knew his 
mind had to change gears. He had a huge problem to fix. But he couldn’t 
just toss aside this thing that consumed his thoughts more often than he 
wanted to admit. Still, he didn’t know what else to do. “Everything is just 
so...” He breathed, she blinked, and he forgot what he was going to say. 

Sky didn’t speak. She stood very still, looking at him. And then she 
reached up, slipped her cool fingers into the hair at Alex’s neck, and pulled 
his head toward hers. His eyes closed and he felt her mouth press against 
his for the briefest, weirdest moment as the world swirled around him. Her 
lips were cool and soft and a little bit wet, and it didn’t feel anything like 
what he would have expected, which was strangely okay. 

When he opened his eyes, his breath escaped in a tiny huff, and he stared 
at her, his heart still whirling. “Howowah,” he said, his brain a jumbled 
mess. 

She raised an eyebrow, a small smile curling at the corner of her lips. 
“Now,” she said calmly, putting a hand on her hip, “what’s the big dramatic 
emergency this time?” 


They reached Simber just as Warbler began to grow smaller and move 
away. 

“Oh,” said Sky, realizing the problem. She frowned and looked to the 
west. “Where are we going?” 

“We don’t know. The ship seems to have a mind of its own.” Alex 
sucked in a deep breath and blew it out, trying to calm his twisting insides 
enough to concentrate on the issue at hand. He didn’t think he could look 
Simber in the eye for fear of breaking out into a goofy grin. 

“Is there any magic you can do to stop it?” 

“Not that I know of.” Alex racked his brains, but he could think of 
nothing. “Maybe Ms. Octavia or Florence would have an idea.” 

“It whispers, you know,” Sky said. 

“We know,” Alex said. “Do you know what it’s saying?” 


“No.” 

“No one does.” 

They stood in silence, with Simber flapping overhead now and then, 
gazing to the west, wondering where they were going. Florence inched 
toward them at a slow pace, careful not to upset the boat. “What’s going 
on?” she asked. 

Simber explained the situation with the rogue ship, and Florence tried 
everything she could think of to release the spell on the ship, if that was 
what powered it. But nothing happened. 

“And then therrre’s the little prrroblem of the next island,” Simber said, 
pointing a paw. 

As he said it, Alex’s jaw dropped, for in the distance, water rose from the 
sea in a giant spout, bursting upward and frothing at the top. 

“Thar she blows!” cried the captain. “The bitter white whale!” 

As the water spout reached its height and began raining down again, a 
burst of fire exploded from the sea, unaffected by the water. Flames filled 
the sky, and with a shuddering roar, rocky ground erupted from below the 
water’s surface, growing taller and wider in the space in front of them. 
Glowing balls of fire shot up from the center of the rising land, and soon, as 
the ground rose higher and grew larger, a few sodden, scraggly trees 
appeared on it, dotting its surface. 

The rising island set in motion a giant wave that headed toward them, 
growing as it rolled. Captain Ahab shouted, “Batten down and hold yer 
hats! Whatever wears the shape of evil lies ahead!” 

The Artiméans who had seen it screamed or watched in shock, some of 
them running below deck for cover and others hanging on to ropes or hiding 
inside cabinets. The squirrelicorns took flight and rose high above the 
wave’s height. 

Florence gathered Alex and several others close to her, and called out to 
a few small statues who didn’t seem to know what to do, grabbing them in 
her arms. 

Alex didn’t dare blink in case he missed something. He glanced at Sky to 
see if she was okay. She was craning her neck. “Crow!” she shouted, and 
scrambled to her feet. “Up the ropes!” They both climbed the sail like 
seasoned sailors. 

Alex watched in awe. “Aren’t you scared?” he called. 


“Only of the wave!” She and Crow held on tightly and looked down. 
“T’ve never seen it happen this close up before,” she called out. “Isn’t Pirate 
Island incredible?” 

Simber, Florence, and Alex looked up at her with surprise, but they 
didn’t have time to ask questions, for a wall of water rose up in front of the 
bow. The sky above it lit up with fire, silhouetting the two children who 
clung tightly to the top of the mast, and before anyone could take a last 
breath, the boat rose at a precipitous angle, crested, and headed down again, 
taking their stomachs with it. The next wave slammed into their faces and 
bodies, and everything that wasn’t battened down went flying. 





Pirate Island 


Alex went tumbling backward and water surged up his nose and mouth, but 
he didn’t go far before Florence grabbed his shirt once more. As soon as the 
giant wave passed over them, he scrambled to his feet, a sodden mess, first 
to see if any more waves were coming, then looking up to make sure Sky 
and Crow were still hanging on. He was relieved to see them high and dry. 

“Leaders and volunteers to your stations!” he shouted between coughs 
and sputters. “Count off!” He looked up for Simber but the cat had 
disappeared. Alex rushed to the side of the ship and peered over, his heart in 
a clutch. Not again, he thought. Please, no. 

But soon he spied the beast flying low to the water, plucking Artiméans 
from the sea as if he were picking strawberries. A moment later he returned 
to the ship and deposited Ms. Octavia, Henry, and the fox statue, who 
immediately started hopping around in a panic, shouting in a small barking 
voice, “Where’s kitten? Where’s kitten?” 

“She’s herrre,” Simber said, opening his paw and carefully reaching out 
to Alex to take her. “Neverrr even hit the waterrr,” he said with pride. 

“Mewmewmew,” said the tiny cat, in the most adorable voice Alex had 
ever heard. 

“She says she wants to be with me,” the fox said. 

Simber smirked but said nothing. 

Alex set the delicate white kitten on the fox’s back, where he’d seen her 
napping earlier, and the fox settled down. “Is that everyone? Henry, Ms. 
Octavia, are you all right?” Henry sputtered and nodded. Alex reached a 
hand to Ms. Octavia and helped his instructor to her tentacles. 

“Tt was a lovely swim,” Ms. Octavia said, no stranger to the water. 
“Simber?” 

“I was prrreparrred and watching. I got everrryone I saw.” 

“Great work, Simber,” Alex said. “And thank you, Florence—you saved 
me.” For the hundredth time in a matter of days, Alex was beyond grateful 
that Mr. Today had created such an amazing team to surround him. 

“Leaders!” Alex called out. “Report. Rufus?” 

“All here!” replied the squirrelicorn. 


“Sean?” 

“We’re good!” Sean shouted from the bow. 

“Meg?” 

There was no answer. 

Alex rushed to the stairwell and shouted down it. “Meg?” 

“Everyone’s here!” came the muffled shout. “But we’ve got a few cuts 
and bruises, and one of the ostrich’s legs broke off. Can you send help?” 

“On the way,” Alex called. He turned to Ms. Octavia and Henry. “Did 
you get that?” 

They both nodded. Henry took off sloshing in his shoes down the stairs 
at full speed, with Ms. Octavia swishing behind him. 

Sky and Crow scrabbled down the mast. 

“How did you think to do that?” Alex asked, still incredulous. 

Crow shrugged. “We did a lot of climbing. Trees, mostly, but Sky 
worked in shipbuilding for a while.” 

“Well, that’s pretty cool. You’ll have to teach me to climb like you 
someday,” Alex said. 

Crow nodded and tried to hide a grin, embarrassed by the praise. He ran 
downstairs to help Henry. Sky headed to the bow. 

Alex went through the rest of the leader roster, finding everyone present 
and accounted for. “Whew,” he said. And then he looked to the captain’s 
wheel, realizing the captain wasn’t on anyone’s team, and he hadn’t shouted 
in a while. “Captain?” He rushed through the maze of sopping wet humans 
and creatures and found Captain Ahab sitting on the deck, his head in his 
hands. 

“Are you okay, Captain?” 

The statue looked up. “My peg leg,” he growled. “That treacherous 
whale!” 

Alex looked all around. “I don’t think the whale took your peg leg.” 

“Aye, the greedy, monstrous, insatiable thief!” He pounded the deck with 
his fists. “Relentless beast!” 

Alex shook his head and then called out, “Attention! If anyone finds 
Captain Ahab’s peg leg, please return it to the ship’s wheel area 
immediately!” He turned back to the captain. “Don’t worry. We’ll fix you 
right up.” He looked at the wheel, which began to turn on its own. “Is there 
anything I can do with this ship? Do you know where we’re going?” 


But the captain just shook his head. “This ship obeys a ghoulish master. I 
am useless to you.” 

“That’s not true. We need you,” Alex said. He patted the statue on the 
shoulder, trying to hide his anxiety. “Just sit tight. Ms. Octavia will take 
care of you soon. Are you in pain?” 

“The pain of treachery festers in the darkest depths of the soul and never 
dies.” 

Alex nodded. “Okay, then. Catch you later.” He turned and made his way 
to the bow. 

Seeing Sean standing at the point with Carina, Sky, and Meghan, Alex 
went over to them, signaling to Simber to come along, which he did, 
staying far enough above to keep from disturbing the Unwanteds with his 
wings, but close enough to hear the conversation. 

“Hey,” Alex said to the others. Having Carina back made it feel like old 
times on the roof of the gray shack. Alex looked out over the calm water to 
the island that had risen from below the surface. A burst of fire spewed up 
from the very top of the rocky land. He glanced at Sky, but he could feel his 
face flush, so he looked ahead again. “Looks like the ship is headed straight 
for it,” he said. He cracked his knuckles and tapped his fingers on the 
railing. “You know, this is killing me, leaving Lani and Samheed back 
there.” 

“Me too,” Meghan said. “Ms. Octavia tried everything she could think of 
to turn it around, but its course is set.” She reached out and linked arms 
with Alex, resting her head on his shoulder. “Sky thinks the ship is going 
home.” 

“Home?” The others turned to look at Sky. 

“Its Pirate Island. Home to pirates.” Sky blushed, perhaps realizing that 
was obvious. 

“But how could anyone live there?” Alex said. “You’ve seen it disappear 
and reappear before?” 

“Yes, I’ve seen it from Warbler. It’s a volcano island,” she said. “There’s 
something very spooky about it. No one really knows how anyone can live 
there, because it submerges randomly. But somehow they do.” 

“How do you know?” Sean asked. 

“We’ve seen their ships—they get caught in the current sometimes 
around the other side of our island. Queen Eagala has added a few of them 
to our fleet.” She paused. “Obviously, we’ve seen their pirates, too. Some 


were captured and live on Warbler now. A few escaped a couple of years 
ago.” 

Alex leaned his head forward to look at her, all memories of the kiss 
forgotten now in his quest to figure out what was happening. “Did they 
escape in a ship like this one? And did they have the thorn necklaces?” 

“T think so,” Sky said. “Queen Eagala tries to cover up any news of 
escapees, but word gets out, even though the hand signals limit 
conversation.” 

Carina tapped her chin. “I remember when this ship came ashore. The 
two guys inside were dead.” 

Alex nodded. “I bet it was them.” 

“So the whispers of this ship... ” 

“It wants to go home,” Sky said, and she sounded convinced. She raised 
her hand to her forehead as a line of flames reached up from the volcano to 
enhance the red-gold setting sun. “Looks like we’ll be there in a few hours.” 
She turned toward the others with a very serious look on her face. “We need 
to hope that Pirate Island stays above the surface.” 

“Why?” Meghan asked. “Maybe if the island is gone, the ship will stop 
trying to find it.” 

Sky shook her head. “No. It was heading for the island when it was 
underwater earlier. It’s homed in. But the biggest problem now is if the 
island sinks when we’re anywhere near it. If it does, then this ship and 
everything on it will get sucked down into the gaping hole left by the 
volcano.” 





A Long Night 


As it became increasingly clear that the pirate ship was indeed heading 
straight for the volcanic island, Alex called everyone to the upper deck to 
discuss the plan before darkness overcame them. Meghan and Ms. Octavia 
began to light torches around the ship so that everyone could see. 

“We’ve hit a bit of a snag, as you can tell,” Alex began. “Our ship is 
sailing on its own. To our extreme surprise and by no fault of our brave 
captain, we sailed right past Warbler and now appear to be heading for, 
well, that lovely-looking place.” He took a deep breath, thinking fleetingly 
that this story would someday, hopefully, be hilarious. But it wasn’t today. 
“We aren’t sure what will happen once we reach the island, but we’ll keep 
you posted.” 

Alex cringed when he saw a wing waving in the air. It was the ostrich 
from the library. “Yes?” 

“You’re saying the boat is in control, and we might never get back to 
Artimé?” 

Alex blinked as murmurs began chasing through the group. “No,” he 
said quickly. “I’m not saying that. We will of course get back to Artimé, 
even if it means Simber carrying us back in groups. Don’t worry about 
that.” 

Several of the statues began to fight over who would be first to go back 
to Artimé. 

“Guys! Hey!” Alex said. 

Simber let out a roar, which stopped all the statues midsentence. “Excuse 
me a moment, Alex,” Simber said, and then he flew over to the group of 
complainers and growled. “Statues, let me rremind you that you 
rrreprrresent me. And I am not pleased.” 

The statues remained quiet. Some of them nodded sheepishly. Simber 
returned to his spot near Alex. “Sorrry. Please continue.” 

Alex nodded. “Thank you.” He addressed the statues. “Look. I know this 
is a new Situation for many of you, and it’s frightening, but I feel like it’s 
better for me to tell you what’s going on and admit that we’re not sure, 
rather than try and pretend everything is okay. That’s just how we do 


things,” he said, shrugging and smiling a bit, trying to take the fear away 
while his insides clenched nervously. 

Florence gave Alex an encouraging nod. 

“So, basically, we don’t have a choice. We’re in for the ride. And with 
any luck, we’ll be on track again by morning, heading back to Warbler to do 
the task we set out to do.” He put his hands on the railing and spied Sky 
nearby watching him. “I just want you to know,” he said, “that we’re going 
to do everything we can to save Samheed and Lani. It’s still our most 
pressing goal. But all of you are equally important to Artimé”—he looked 
at Crow and Sky—“and we all need to work together to have the best 
chance of all of us making it home safely.” He paused, and then he said, 
“Are you with me?” 

The response was subdued, more due to the vastness of the sea 
surrounding them than to lack of enthusiasm. The humans tapped their fists 
to their chests in support as they said, “I’m with you!” And the statues, 
eyeing Simber, were more enthusiastic than they’d ever been. 


Later, when everyone had eaten and settled down to get some rest, and the 
captain had a new peg leg thanks to Ms. Octavia, Alex and his friends 
spread out on their backs at the bow of the ship, where the only sound was 
the water lapping against the hull and the soft whispers of the vessel. The 
vast layers of stars above reminded him of the first time he and Sky sat on 
top of the gray shack, after the lights of Artimé had been doused and 
nothing else remained. He had cried for Mr. Today, for Simber, for Lani and 
Samheed, and Sky had been there to comfort him. He glanced at her and 
saw the stars reflected in her eyes. That night seemed so long ago, but here 
they were, running up against yet another dead end, and Lani and Samheed 
were still captured. 

Almost as if he and Lani were thinking in time with one another, a small 
ball of fire raced overhead and came to an abrupt stop in front of Alex’s 
face. It exploded as usual, leaving the fiery outline of a drawing of Lani, 
with Alex’s name in the corner. Alex could barely stand to look at it—it 
only made him more anxious and upset that they were stranded on this ship. 

Carina sat up and looked at the tiny streak of light left behind, going all 
the way to Warbler and glowing more brightly than usual in the dark night. 
“What was that?” 

Alex sighed, and when he didn’t answer, Meghan explained. 


Carina reached over and squeezed Alex’s shoulder. “Poor guy,” she said. 
“You must feel so helpless.” 

“Yeah,” Alex said. 

“At least it’s comforting to know Lani is alive and well enough to send 
spells, though,” Carina said, her voice full of hope. 

Alex closed his eyes, the sudden pain in his chest making the rest of his 
body numb. He couldn’t bear to look at Sky, or anyone else. “Yes,” he 
managed finally. “At least there’s that.” 

Carina squeezed once more and then lay back again with a rueful smile. 
“We’ll find them,” she said. 

Alex couldn’t respond. His mind was whirling with confusion, and his 
stupid feelings kept messing everything up. Oh, what he would give for this 
moment to be in Quill again, where feelings weren’t allowed. 

Finally he got up and stood in awe as Pirate Island loomed large and tall 
before them. It hadn’t spewed any fire since sunset, and by the light of the 
night sky, Alex could see a few patches of bushes and scraggly trees 
growing sideways from the rocky volcano’s shaft, with large blankets of 
seaweed draped over craggy points. 

The ship skirted around a shoal as if it knew it was there, and headed for 
the calm, deep water of a lagoon. With a startling clap the sails dropped all 
at once and the ship glided, slowing to a stop not more than twenty feet 
from the rocky shore of Pirate Island. 

“We’re here,” Alex whispered. It felt sacred and spooky, the only sounds 
the whispers of the ship and the squeaky reel and splash of the anchor chain 
eerily releasing of its own accord. 

Alex looked around, finding Simber in his usual spot near the stern. He 
lifted his hand and drew a circle in the air with his finger. Simber nodded 
and flew toward the base of the volcanic island, weaving around rocks and 
clearing small juts and peaks, searching for signs of life. 

By now the others had stood too, and they all watched in silence, looking 
down into the murky water and up at the volcano, hoping it was tired of 
shooting fire for now, because they were uncomfortably close. 
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It was a long, anxious thirty minutes before Simber came back into view 
again, and half the ship let out a sigh of relief to see him, backlit by the 
moon. He drew close and landed on the nearby shoal, resting his wings for 


the first time since that morning, though he didn’t need to. Alex moved to 
the side of the ship nearest Simber and leaned over the railing. 

“Did you find anything?” 

Simber folded his wings and licked his shoulder where some water had 
splashed on it, and then he turned his attention to Alex and the dozens of 
others who had tuned in to listen. “No signs of life, not human, crrreature, 
or anything else, that I could detect,” he said. “It’s completely deserrrted.” 


Still Stuck 


Alex and Simber decided it was safer being on the ship than on the island, 
and there wasn’t much they could do in the dark, so everyone tried to settle 
in for the night. 

Alex stayed on the deck near Simber. He lay on his back staring up at the 
sky, his arms propping up his head. He couldn’t sleep knowing that at any 
second, without warning, the volcano could sink back into the sea, creating 
a vortex that would pull millions of gallons of seawater and their boat into 
its mouth and swallow them up. 

The ship’s whispers grew stronger, or maybe it was the quiet night that 
made the whispers seem louder; Alex wasn’t sure. He could hear a soft purr 
somewhere nearby, more kittenlike than Simber-like. It was a comforting 
sound, and Alex was glad someone was feeling comfortable. He couldn’t 
stop thinking about being responsible for all these lives. He couldn’t stop 
thinking about Gunnar Haluki losing Henry and Lani. About Carina’s son 
growing up an orphan, never really having a chance to know either of his 
parents. About Artimé losing so many great leaders. Maybe it had been a 
bad idea to bring so many of them with him. 

But he needed them. If they could ever get out of this lagoon, Alex 
would need them desperately. He fell into a fitful sleep, waking at every 
sound, expecting to be swallowed by the volcano at any moment. 


When at last the sun rose, Alex stood up, shivering a little in the cool 
morning air, waiting for the rays to warm him. He could see Quill, a dot in 
the east just this side of the sun, and Warbler, a large lump on the horizon 
with its rocks jutting out. 

In front of him the volcanic Pirate Island loomed blue-black and craggy 
and ominous, throwing spooky shadows everywhere. As far as Alex could 
tell, the fiery outburst had subsided completely. 

Alex peered beyond Pirate Island to the west, knowing there was one 
more island out there somewhere. He thought he spied something rising up 
from the water, but it wavered and moved, the sea playing tricks on his tired 
eyes. 


Simber stretched his hind legs, first one, then the other, and then arched 
his back and yawned. 

Alex leaned over the side. “I want to explore,” he whispered, not 
wanting to wake anyone. “Maybe there’s a clue somewhere about how to 
deprogram the ship.” 

Simber nodded. “Just you?” 

Alex thought for a moment. He shook his head. “Be right back,” he said. 
He picked his way over sleeping bodies on the deck, making his way to the 
bow, where his friends had camped out for the night. He bent down next to 
Carina and shook her shoulder. 

She roused and was wide awake in an instant. “What’s wrong?” she 
asked. She smoothed her pixie-cut hair, but it still stood up in one spot. 

“Will you come explore the island with Simber and me?” 

“Sure,” Carina said. She got nimbly to her feet. 

Alex grinned. He stepped over to Sky and found her already awake. 
“Want to explore?” Alex whispered. 

Sky nodded once, and then she said, “But not without Crow.” 

Alex flashed her a puzzled look. “Okay,” he said. “He can come too. No 
problem.” 

Sky stood up and woke Crow, and then the four went back to the side of 
the ship nearest to Simber. Crow rubbed his eyes sleepily as he stumbled 
along. 

Alex signaled to Simber and the great cat unfurled his wings, making a 
bridge to the ship. Alex hoisted Crow up on the wing first, and the boy 
crawled along it to Simber’s back without fear. Sky went next, and then 
Carina, and finally Alex. 

“Hang on,” Simber said quietly, then loped along the shoal and flapped 
his powerful wings. Soon they were soaring toward the rocky shore, and 
then the short journey was over. Simber landed and everyone got down. 

“Stay close. If anything begins to move, jump onto my back,” Simber 
said. 

Alex hesitated. He glanced back at the ship, realizing that thanks to 
Simber, the four of them were probably safer here on the base of the sinking 
volcano than the others were in the boat. 

“That’s why,” Sky said softly, reading Alex’s mind. “I can’t leave Crow. 
We live and die together. I took that oath when I took him with me from 
Warbler.” 


Alex and Sky followed behind Simber, Carina, and Crow. Alex glanced 
at Sky with admiration. “That’s pretty noble of you,” he said. 

“He’s the only family I have now.” 

Alex wondered what she meant, but he didn’t dare ask. It felt personal. 

She touched his elbow. “I’m sorry I kissed you,” she said softly. “That 


was .. . weird. I know that you and Lani are . . . whatever. It was just—I 
wanted to feel like—” She sighed. “Oh, never mind. I know you and 
Lani... you know. And not me, and that’s okay, because I’m not sure 
about . . . things . . . either. So you don’t have to, like, feel bad.” She 


blushed, fingering the scars at her throat. 

Alex looked down, feeling strange and empty inside. A sort of airy 
rushing sound batted him around his ears, almost making him dizzy. But 
when he remembered to breathe, his brain went back to Mr. Today and how 
he’d seemed destined to be alone. “Don’t worry,” Alex said, trying to sound 
cheerful. “I already forgot about it.” But it was the biggest lie he’d ever 
told. So big that saying it made his skin hurt. 

“Oh,” Sky said. “Good.” Then she added, “Me too.” And she was silent. 

They climbed over rocks and globs of seaweed and tiny pools of water, 
looking for any clues that would indicate why a ship would want to come 
here. After a quarter of an hour they reached a long, flat piece of land with 
some vegetation and wet sand. Several planks of rotting wood stuck out of 
the dirt. 

Alex pointed to it. “Could someone have lived here once? It looks like 
the frame of a house.” 

“That’s what I was thinking,” Carina said. 

There was a rivulet coming off the side of the mountain, washing away 
some of the sand. Alex put his finger in it and tasted. “This is freshwater,” 
he mused. He didn’t understand where it could possibly have come from. 

Crow ran ahead, climbing some of the rocks to see if he could find the 
origin of the stream. 

“Stay close,” Sky warned. 

“Tm just going right here,” Crow said. “There’s a flat spot and a little 
pond.” He hopped up and looked around. Carina followed him. 

Alex frowned. He wasn’t sure they’d find any clues about ships in a 
place where ships couldn’t get to. He gazed around the flat area, and then 
went to the edge of it, where waves lapped the shore, and peered into the 
water. 


A fish jumped almost under his nose. “Whoa,” he said, and he stepped 
back, laughing at himself. It jumped again in almost the same place, which 
was strange, and then Alex saw it had a hook in its mouth attached to a line 
of fishing wire. The fish sank straight down, as if it was being pulled, and 
disappeared. 

He whirled around to tell the others, but before he could say anything, 
Carina gave a shout and Crow gasped. 


A Face in the Pool 


What’s happening?” Alex said, and he ran for the rocks where everyone 
else had already gathered. 

“A person!” Crow said. “I saw a person!” 

“Are you sure it wasn’t your reflection?” Sky asked him. 

“I’m sure it wasn’t his reflection. I saw it too,” Carina said. She knelt 
down at the edge of the shallow pool of water, stuck her arm in, and pushed 
the wet sand away from the bottom. Sky and Alex stood behind her, looking 
over her shoulder. Simber opted to watch from above. 

As Carina slid the sand to the side, she revealed the water’s bed. It 
wasn’t the black rock that made up almost the entire island. Not this part. 
The bottom of the pool was clear, like a window. 

Crow put his face near the water. “I can see down in there!” he said with 
a loud whisper. “There are people moving around, way down at the 
bottom!” 

Carina made room for Alex and Sky. It was like they were standing on 
top of a glass box, or a skylight on the roof of a tall building. They could 
look through this window and see the glass walls with fish swimming 
outside the sides. 

“It’s like an aquarium,” Alex said, breathless. “Only the water is on the 
outside, and the glass encases a dry world.” He looked up at Simber. “It’s a 
reverse aquarium.” 

“Look,” Sky said, pointing. “Here, on an upper level. There’s a garden.” 

“And there’s a playground at the bottom too,” Crow said. “See the little 
kids jumping around?” 

“Its really light down there,” Carina mused, “so there must be more 
skylights like this one. And there are walkways and little rooms on this 
upper level too. But look—see how the volcano runs down the center of it 
all?” 

“That must be theirrr sourrrce of heat,” Simber said. “And the sun, I 
suppose.” 

The five watched the people, oblivious to the ceiling visitors in their 
busyness, scurry around far below. 


Alex pointed wordlessly to the floor directly beneath them as a sliding 
glass door opened, making a sheet of water pour into the reverse aquarium. 
Someone walked in through the water wearing a strange mask. The door 
slid shut again. All the water that had come in disappeared through a grate 
in the floor, none of it flowing to the floors below. 

The person was carrying a string of fish on a hook. He took his mask off 
and placed it on a shelf, and then walked around a comer with the fish. 
“That hook is his hand,” Alex said, intrigued. “He caught the fish right 
where I was standing, there.” He pointed. 

It was Crow who noticed the creatures. In a real aquarium attached to the 
reverse aquarium, Crow could just barely see things swimming around. “I 
can’t see what those things are, but they don’t look fish-shaped,” he 
reported. 

“I wonder if anyone down there can help us,” Alex said. “I suppose we 
could dive down and see if they notice us through the glass wall.” 

Everyone was quiet, wondering if these people were friendly, or if being 
seen would only get them into more trouble. 

“They seem .. . normal,” Carina said weakly. She looked over her 
shoulder at Alex. “I think we have to try. We don’t have a choice.” 

Alex nodded. “I can try right here, I suppose.” He scratched his head, 
thinking. “No, this spot is where the guy was fishing. It didn’t look like 
anyone else was over there.” 

“The ship took us to a cerrrtain spot,’ Simber said. “Perrrhaps forrr a 
rrreason.” 

“Good point,” Alex said. “Let’s go back there. And then we’ ll have help 
from our army in case we need it.” 

While Carina, Alex, and Simber plotted, Sky stared through the glass, 
frowning. She nudged her brother and pointed. He turned to look, and then 
he gasped. Before anyone could stop him, Crow began pounding on the 
glass with all his might. 

Sky whipped her hair out of her eyes with her hand and stared, then 
grabbed Crow’s arm to stop him from pounding. “No,” she said. “We don’t 
want them all to see us. Watch.” 

When a woman walked on the floor nearest them, not twenty feet away, 
Sky leaned over the glass, stretching her shirt wide to block the sun. 
“Watch,” she whispered again, “I’m a cloud.” Her heart thumped. 


The woman, in a sudden shadow, looked up. She frowned, and then her 
mouth slacked and her orange eyes grew wide. 

Sky choked on a sob, which caused the others to turn and see what was 
happening. Immediately, through her tears, Sky’s hands flew through the 
air, speaking a language few of the others knew. 

The woman held a finger to her lips and looked all around. Alex went to 
Sky’s side and put his hand on her shoulder, feeling it quake. Crow simply 
clutched the rocks on the edge of the pool and stared, a look of agony on his 
face. 

Then the woman signed something very quickly and scurried away to a 
set of stairs. When she disappeared, Sky slumped back into Alex’s arms and 
sobbed. 

He pulled her to him and patted her back, unsure what to do. 

Carina knelt next to Crow. “What’s wrong?” 

Crow’s face crumbled. “That stupid creep told us she was dead!” he 
cried, his face hot with anger. 

“Who is that woman?” Alex whispered into Sky’s hair, though he 
thought he knew. 

She took a deep breath and pulled back, still clutching Alex’s shirt. “Our 
mother,” she said. 





Waiting 


I told her about the ship,” Sky said. She let go of Alex, wiped her eyes with 
the back of her hand, and sniffed a few times. She slid back to the edge of 
the glass so she could see. “She said don’t dive down. Don’t let anyone see 
us.” 

The others stared at her. 

“She’s going to try to find out how to disenchant the ship so we can get 
away, but she’s only—she’s a—” Sky pounded her forehead and took a few 
deep breaths, blowing them out. “Come on, Sky,” she muttered. 

Alex had never seen her so upset before. 

“She’s a slave to the pirates,” Crow said. His fiery eyes narrowed into 
Slits. 

Carina put her hand on Crow’s shoulder, and he let her leave it there. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “And I’m sorry someone told you she was dead. What 
a horrible thing to do.” 

“Tt was Queen Eagala.” He nearly spat the words out. 

Carina said nothing. She only lowered her head and rested it on her free 
hand, closing her eyes. 

Simber perched on a nearby rock, not wanting to be seen through the 
glass. “Did yourrr motherrr say how much time the volcano stays above the 
surirface?” he asked in a rare gentle voice. 

Sky shook her head. “There wasn’t time to ask. She had to hurry.” 

“That’s okay,” Alex said. “We’ll wait. And then, once we’ve got Sam 
and Lani, we’ll figure out how to get her out of here.” His stomach felt like 
he’d just swallowed a dozen lead milk shakes. One more impossible thing. 

Sky looked up at him, her bottom lip quivering. 

He read the question in her eyes. “I mean it,” he said. 

The look she gave him was enough to warm Alex through. He glanced at 
Carina, who was watching them curiously with a little smile. Alex bit his 
lip. It didn’t matter what anyone thought. He would be the same as before 
with Lani until Lani figured out that he was never around to hang out with 
anymore, which wouldn’t take long because Lani was pretty brilliant. And 
even if he wanted to, there was no way Alex could go running to spend all 


his free time with Sky after that—it would hurt Lani’s feelings and make 
him seem like a total flake. Not a good look for a leader. Maybe that’s why 
Mr. Today had stayed alone for so long. 

Alex felt his face growing warm with all the staring. “Look,” he said, “is 
that her coming back?” 

But it was someone else—a woman in an enormous, flouncy, feathery 
dress. At least Alex had turned the attention away from him. He got to his 
feet and stretched out a cramp in his leg, then went to join Simber, who had 
found a place to perch on a cliff above. “I don’t know what else to do but 
wait,” Alex said. “Do you?” 

Simber sampled the air. “Florrrence knows we’rrre herrre. She can send 
Rrrufus if they need us. I don’t think therrre’s anything else we can do.” 

Alex’s stomach growled. “We should have eaten breakfast.” 

Simber yawned and closed his eyes. Alex shrugged and sat down, 
leaning against the beast. 

Carina, Crow, and Sky waited by the pool of water. 

All of them desperately hoped the volcano would remain above the 
surface. 


Crow’s harsh whisper startled Alex awake. He scrambled down the rocks as 
Sky spoke with her hands at top speed, and then he peered over the edge 
and watched the woman hold up a piece of paper with strange words on it. 

“Memorize it!” Sky said. “Hurry!” 

“PII take the last line,” Alex said. 

“I’ve got the third,” Carina said. 

“First,” Crow said. 

“Second,” Sky said. 

They all stared, trying to think of tricks that would help them remember 
the strange words. Alex suddenly remembered that he had his notepad with 
him, and he pulled it from his pocket. He tapped it, making a pencil drop 
out of nowhere. He began scribbling the words. Too soon, the woman 
snatched the paper down and shoved it in her meager peasant dress. 

They each recited their lines, and Alex wrote down the words, correcting 
the spelling as the others told him to. When he finished, he held the notepad 
facedown just above the water. 

Sky’s mother squinted, trying to see it, and then she nodded and began 
speaking to Sky once again. Sky replied, and they went back and forth for 


several seconds, almost as if they were arguing. 

Then Sky gasped. Her mother whipped around. A rugged man in a 
billowy shirt with gold bars on the shoulders approached her. She shook her 
head vehemently, but he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away. The 
last thing Alex saw was Sky’s mother turning back and mouthing the word 
“Go.” 

Sky held her fingers to her lips and sent a kiss, but it was too late. Her 
mother didn’t see it. 





The Death Enchantment 


Sky scrambled down the rocks with the others right behind her, and she told 
them everything as they hopped back onto Simber and headed to the ship. 

“She said the pirate ships are ancient and enchanted with a lost language, 
the original language of their owners, which is why we can’t understand 
what it’s whispering,” Sky explained. “My mother said this saying is carved 
into the wall of the volcano, and she’s seen her master disenchant ships 
before when they’ve returned to the lagoon. I guess when someone dies 
aboard the ship, the ship immediately whispers its wishes to turn back 
home, and steers itself there.” 

“Weird,” Alex remarked. “It must have run aground on our island as the 
sailors were dying. It never had a chance to go home.” 

“So it’s been whispering ever since,” Carina mused. “Yes, as I recall, Mr. 
Today thought the sailors might be able to be revived, and he tried, but it 
was too late.” 

“Did your mother say anything else?” 

Sky was silent for a minute. And then she said in a softer voice, “Mother 
said we should go quickly and never come back. There’s no way to save 
her.” She bit her lip hard. “Everyone from the outside who has tried to get 
in has drowned.” 

Alex looked at her, feeling a rush of courage. “Then we’ll have to figure 
out how not to drown.” 

Sky looked down. “You mean it,” she said. It wasn’t a question. 

“Yes. But we’re not prepared today. We’ll have to come back. After.” 

“Of course,” she whispered. “After we get the others home safely.” 

Home, Alex thought. She called it home. 

The conversation weighed heavily on all of them as Simber dropped the 
four aboard the ship. As he did so, the volcano rumbled and a belch of 
flames shot from its mouth. Bits of glowing lava dropped down and sizzled 
in the lagoon, and a small glob landed on the ship’s deck. Sean jumped to 
attention and stamped the fire out. 

“Sheesh,” Alex said, eyeing the volcano. “Let’s get out of here.” Alex 
and the others placed their hands on the ship’s railing. He nodded to Sky. 


“You want to do it?” 

She looked startled. “Me?” 

“Why not?” 

“Just hurrry, please,” Simber said from the shoal. “We’rrre still in 
grirave dangertr.” 

Sky nodded. “Okay.” She read the words in a slightly faltering voice, not 
knowing if she had the accent right. When she finished, they all craned their 
necks and strained their ears, listening to the whispers. 

When nothing happened, Alex nudged her. “It’s okay. Try again.” He 
knew more than anybody that things didn’t always work right the first time. 

Sky took a deep breath, and she and Alex shared a quick, private smile. 
She had to remember to breathe too sometimes. And then she read the 
words once more, louder this time. 

Everyone waited. 

After a moment, the ship’s whispers grew faint, and soon they were gone 
completely. With a startling snap, the sails flew up and the anchor chain 
groaned as it wound itself. The Artiméans cheered. 

“Captain Ahab!” Alex shouted. “The ship is now yours. Can you get us 
out of here?” 

“Blast my skull!” came the muffled reply. 

The ship’s sails had already picked up the breeze, and the vessel began to 
move as the captain clumped to the wheel. He shouted orders to some 
statues he’d trained on the sails, and with help from Florence and Simber, 
they managed to turn the ship around, moving nimbly around the shoal as if 
the captain had done it a million times before. 

When they were on the open water once again, Alex grabbed a few 
sandwiches from below and brought them to the upper deck. He found Sky, 
Crow, and Henry at the stern, glumly watching Pirate Island grow smaller. 

“Sandwich?” he asked, holding them out. 

“Thanks,” they said, each taking one. Alex sat next to Henry. 

The four ate together in silence, with Simber, as always, overhead. 

“Pm really sorry about your mother being there,” Alex said. He knew he 
could never understand what they were feeling because his experience with 
his mother was so different, so .. . clinical. But he thought she might feel 
something like he had when Mr. Today died. That overwhelming pain and 
grief. He knew a sandwich couldn’t fix it. And he knew he really couldn’t 
make it better for them. It was going to be hard no matter what. But he also 


knew that when he was having his darkest moments, Sky was there, and 
Alex would try to be there for her too. 

Sky picked at her sandwich, not really eating it. Crow took a bite and 
chewed it forever before he could swallow it. 

Alex looked at Henry, who had lost his mother, and he just shook his 
head. “So much stupid grief,’ he muttered. “Every day brings another 
broken heart.” He stood up abruptly, a little embarrassed at his poetic 
sentiment, but no one seemed to think it was a silly thing to say. Alex gave 
each of his friends a quick squeeze on the shoulder, and walked through the 
crowd to the bow, feeling completely beside himself. As he stood there, 
wind in his hair, he realized how much he ached to make something again 
—something creative. Something useful. Something beautiful or 
meaningful. It seemed like forever since he’d had a chance to just sit and 
create something. 

He thought about Mr. Today and the Museum of Large. How the old 
mage had worked out his private thoughts by fixing up this ship, and how 
he’d created so many amazing creatures and statues. “If we ever make it 
home,” he said to the wind, “I’m going to build something beautiful.” 


Gondoleery Rising 


Secretary!” Aaron barked. 

Eva Fathom rushed to Aaron’s office, finding him standing at the 
window yet again, staring out at the water. “Yes, High Priest Aaron?” 

Aaron turned slightly toward her, acknowledging her presence but not 
taking his eyes off the sea. “Who are my enemies?” he asked. 

Eva’s eyes widened. She hesitated, not sure what Aaron wanted to hear. 
“Artimé, of course,” she said. 

Aaron scowled. “Here in Quill, I mean.” 

“You have none that I know of,” Eva said smoothly. 

“Of course I do. Every leader has enemies. I need you to find out who 
mine are, and then round up the Restorers for a meeting here at the palace 
this evening.” Aaron picked his teeth with a thin stick he kept in his breast 
pocket. 

“Pll begin right away,” Eva said, her voice even, though she was quite 
disgusted by the task, which would take a normal person more than a day to 
complete. 


Eva set out with a driver, studying her list of Restorers, many of whom she 
hadn’t seen since the attack on Artimé. Most of the people on the list were 
Wanteds, so she directed the guard to stop at their homes, which was the 
likeliest place to find them in the middle of the day. Eva hurriedly 
approached each door and spoke to the Restorers, taking care not to expose 
anyone who was keeping his affiliation a secret, and asking, when 
appropriate, who they thought Aaron’s enemies might be. She made the 
rounds as the day drew on, making her last stop the home of Gondoleery 
Rattrapp just as the sun was disappearing over the wall. 

Eva strode up the walk and glanced into the window of Gondoleery’s 
living quarters, noticing that the curtains were drawn and light behind them 
seemed to make them glow. The curtains weren’t completely closed, and a 
dagger of brightness stabbed through them. Eva stopped walking and 
puzzled over it for a moment. And then, instead of going to the door, Eva 
snuck up to the window and peered in. 


Her heart clutched. Gondoleery’s living quarters had been transformed 
into something so incredible that Eva had to turn around and look at Quill 
to make sure she wasn’t going senile. She turned back to the slit in the 
curtain and drank in the sight. 

The entire room was covered in ice. 

Stalactites of ice came down from the ceiling and stalagmites grew up 
from the floor, and all of it glowed a bright blue-white. The furniture was 
encased in it. And in the middle of the room, atop a chair that had bloated to 
twice its size due to the layers of ice that had built up on it, sat Gondoleery 
Rattrapp, wearing dark glasses and a patchwork coat adorned with—Eva 
had to look twice to make sure—chicken feathers. 

Eva didn’t quite know what to make of it. How could the ice even exist 
in the heat of Quill? There was something vaguely familiar about it. 
Something that tugged at her memory. But right now, Eva had a new 
question on her mind. 

She faithfully went to the door and knocked. She waited a few minutes 
and knocked again. Just as she decided that Gondoleery was going to ignore 
her, the door flew open. 

“Oh, hello,” Gondoleery said. She now wore her regular clothing, and 
there was no sign of the dark glasses. 

“Greetings,” Eva said. She slid over to one side of the doorway, trying to 
see inside the house. “Aaron wanted me to ask you if you could come to a 
Restorers meeting at the palace in about an hour.” She managed a glance 
into the living quarters and saw that it looked just like every other Wanted 
house in Quill. There was no ice anywhere. 

Gondoleery didn’t seem anxious at all about Eva standing there, and she 
didn’t seem to be hiding anything either. “The Restorers?” she said with a 
laugh. “I thought we had disbanded.” 

Eva smiled. “Seems that way, doesn’t it?” she mused. “I guess Aaron 
wants to see who of the former Restorers is still on his side and perhaps find 
out if he has any enemies.” 

Gondoleery laughed out loud, which was something the people of Quill 
never did, so it was all the more shocking to Eva. “Aaron? Enemies? Ohhh, 
well, of course not. How could anyone be against that boy?” Gondoleery 
looked hard at Eva. 

Eva lifted her chin ever so slightly, her lips set in a line. “Exactly,” she 
said, her voice thin but not without a hint of accusation as well. 


They stood for a moment, regarding each other through narrowed eyes. 
Finally Gondoleery broke the strained silence. “Please tell the high priest I 
can’t make the meeting.” 

Eva nodded slightly. “I will deliver the message.” 

As the Quillitary vehicle carried Eva back to the palace at a snail’s pace, 
Eva Fathom gazed out the window, lost in thought. 


Warbler Calls 


Inspiration struck, and as the ship traveled toward Warbler, Alex took out 
his notebook and drew tiny pictures of each member of his army. He tapped 
them with a little bit of rubber, affixing the magical coating that would keep 
it from being destroyed under most circumstances. By late afternoon the 
pirate ship was drawing near to Warbler again, and this time it was heading 
straight for it. Alex was relieved, but still jittery. It was a dangerous mission 
—the evidence of which was found in the fresh scars around Meghan’s 
neck. 

As they drew close to the island, Alex gathered all the Artiméans 
together again to discuss the mission and go over the plan. He held up the 
map, reminded everyone of their routes, and then he handed out the pictures 
he’d drawn earlier. “Even if you’ve never tried magic, you should be able to 
do this. If you are captured or in trouble, close your eyes and touch this 
drawing, and think or say the word ‘seek.’ It will send out a ball of fire, 
show me your picture, and guide me to your location. We will come for 
you. Don’t be afraid.” He paused, a lump in his throat, while he waited for 
everyone to either pocket their picture if they had pockets, or for Meghan to 
stick it to their bellies if they were statues or creatures. 

“Now would be a good time to get some water and food if you can stand 
to eat,” he said. “I sure can’t,” he added with a grin, which brought a round 
of nervous laughs. “Pll see you back at your stations in twenty minutes, 
ready to go.” 

They all dispersed, leaving Alex alone with his thoughts again. He 
bounced on the balls of his feet, focused but anxious, and took a few deep 
breaths. Simber flew over to him. 

“And what if you’rrre capturrred or in trrrouble?” 

Alex looked up. “What?” 

“You gave everrryone a way to call for help but yourrrself. Don’t tell me 
I’m going to have to rrransack the whole island searrrching forrr you,” he 
said. 

“Oh—I—” he started. “I guess I didn’t think of that.” He paused, and 
then said, “But I can’t give a drawing to myself, because the seek spell 


wouldn’t go anywhere.” 

“I’m awartre of that,” Simber said. He held the side of his paw to a 
burning torch for a few moments, brought it to his mouth, and bit down 
hard, making a cracking noise. He turned his paw up and let something 
slide from his mouth into it. “Somebody’s got to take carrre of you, I 
suppose,” he said gruffly. He tossed it to Alex. 

Alex caught it and opened his hand. It was the stone dewclaw from 
Simber’s paw. 

“Oh, Simber,” Alex said. “You didn’t have to ruin yourself.” 

“Well, I can’t drrraw. Besides, I don’t use that claw anyway. I didn’t 
exactly make it, but it grrrew afterrr Marrrcus made me, so I’m hoping it 
counts as something I crrreated. It’s all I have. Just stick it in yourrr pocket 
and be quiet about it.” Simber frowned, which was an even surer sign that 
he cared. 

Alex could hardly speak. “Thank you,” he said in a quiet voice. 

Simber nodded and went back to his post. 

Alex put the stone claw into his pocket, and it clinked against something. 
Alex reached farther and pulled out the two spell prototypes that Lani and 
Samheed had made. 

“Oh yeah,” he said, smiling. He closed his hand over them and wished 
on them. And then slowly he opened his hand and stared at them, thinking 
hard. “Wait a second,” he whispered. His lips parted and he sucked in a 
short breath. And then he closed his hand over them tightly and pumped his 
fist. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s a bonus.” 

As he slipped them back into his pocket, the captain called out, “Blast 
my skull! It’s land!” 





The Front Line 


From the deck, the Unwanteds could see no sign of life on the shores of 
Warbler. “It’s just like last time,” Meghan said in a soft voice to the first 
group. “Don’t be fooled. Right, guys?” she looked at Sky and Crow. 

They nodded. “There are eight or ten guards in the trees,” Sky said 
softly. “They know we’re here, but they won’t alert anybody yet—they 
don’t want to be seen, and they don’t know we know they’re there. They are 
experts with the sleep darts, so they feel very confident right now.” 

“Do you know how many darts they have?” Alex asked. 

“At least a dozen each, I’d guess.” Sky lifted her chin in defiance as she 
gazed at the island. “They’re very accurate, though, so they never expect to 
use them all.” 

Alex nodded. He checked the sun, which hung low over Pirate Island. 
“We’ve got about an hour of daylight left,” he said. He turned to get 
reassurance from Simber as his stomach started flipping like a fish on the 
sand. Simber nodded. 

“First wave,” Alex said, trying to make his voice sound commanding, 
“you’re up. Be careful.” He turned to the fox and kitten. “You know what to 
do.” 

They both nodded. Fox’s hind legs jittered with excitement, and Kitten 
stood up on Fox’s head. With a nimble leap, the driftwood fox jumped over 
the side of the ship and splashed in the water, bobbing immediately to the 
surface. He began swimming with all his might. Kitten rode high and dry— 
except for the initial splash, of course. Florence followed, stepping carefully 
off the ship as Simber put his weight on the other end to balance it. She 
gathered up the rest of the statues in her arms like a bundle of sticks and 
made her way to the shore in a few long strides, just barely beating Fox and 
Kitten. Everyone else stayed on the ship. 

Meghan gripped Alex’s arm as Florence set everyone down on the sand. 
“Just when you think you’re safe,” she whispered. “Bam!” 

Right on cue, the first round of sleep darts soared through the air. The 
tiki statue remained on board to count darts with its three sets of eyes, and 
Simber hovered above the ship, waiting. 


When the darts bounced off the statues, Captain Ahab hobbled around, 
picking them up and putting them inside his hollow peg leg, and the statues, 
unaffected, kept walking. There was a moment when no darts flew. 
“They’re shocked,” Sky said. “But now they’re recovering and reloading.” 

A moment later the darts began again, pelting the statues like a freak 
desert hailstorm. In the flurry, the fox and the kitten darted into the trees 
and disappeared. Charlie loped after them. 

“Magicians ready?” Alex called. He pulled out a component in each 
hand and held them. When the darts thinned out and the tiki statue had 
counted one hundred and fifty, he said, “Go!” 

“Attack dart throwers!” the magicians commanded, each launching two 
origami dragons. The flaming dragons soared toward the trees, seeking out 
their invisible targets. 

“Okay, Simber. You’re up.” Alex said. 

Simber beat the wind and flew through the air just as the dragons began 
to explode, pointing out the hidden dart throwers. Florence and the other 
statues grabbed the ones who fell from their posts attempting to escape the 
fierce fiery dragons, and Simber plucked all the other dart throwers from 
the trees. From the ship, Ms. Octavia was the best long-distance shot, and 
she froze any of them who tried to get away, while Florence cast spells on 
the ones within their grasp on the beach. 

Soon all the orange-eyed dart throwers were contained and placed in a 
neat stack on the beach, frozen. Simber and Florence checked the trees once 
more, finding no one else. Florence turned to the ship and gave Alex a 
thumbs-up that all was clear. Then she barked out an order and most of the 
statues began to move along the perimeter of the island, staying close to the 
trees to guide any stray, fleeing, or lost Artiméans to safety. Florence 
disappeared, making her way to the other side of the island, where the 
entrance nearest Queen Eagala’s cave was, in case any problems arose 
there. 

“Rufus, your team is clear to go,” Alex said. “Be safe up there.” 

The small army of squirrelicorns took off flying for the center of the 
island. 

Alex turned to the humans. “Meg, if there are any problems, send me a 
seek spell. And if Lani and Sam both make it back here, send out Lani’s so I 
know. The squirrelicorns are monitoring above and will alert Florence to 


any activity. Once things move this way according to plan, she’ll head back 
here to get the statues loaded on the ship.” 

Meghan nodded. He face was white and she gripped the railing. This was 
a little too real for her. 

Alex glanced at the setting sun once more. “How long has it been?” 

“Eight minutes since Fox and Kitten made a break for it,” Sean said. 

Alex set his jaw. “I can’t stand this.” 

“You have to give them time,” Sky said. 

“I know.” He stared at the island, unable to see anyone at all. 

The agonizing minutes crawled by. Alex fingered Lani and Samheed’s 
spell components in his pocket, waiting. “Time?” he asked after a while. 

“Twelve minutes.” 

“Sheesh.” Alex dropped his head in his hands and wiped away the sweat. 

Everyone else paced, or wriggled a foot nervously. 

Finally Sean touched Alex’s shoulder. “Fifteen, my friend,” he said. 
“Let’s do this.” 

“Okay.” Alex sucked in a breath and pulled the two prototype 
components out of his pocket. He clenched them in his fist and held his 
hand in front of him. He let out the breath, concentrating on the items in his 
hand, and whispered, “Seek.” 

Two flaming balls whooshed out of Alex’s hand and raced to the shore, 
going in different directions, and soon they were hidden by trees. “Come 
on,” Alex whispered. He blew out another nervous breath and gave a grim 
smile to his friends. “Okay,” he said. He looked at Crow, Henry, and Sky, 
and then at Sean and Carina. “Ready?” 

They nodded. 

Alex turned back to Sky and Crow. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 

Both of them looked sure. “Yes,” they said, breathless. 

Alex nodded, and then he took out two invisibility paintbrushes from his 
vest and addressed Crow and Sky. “We’ll leave one of your arms unpainted 
so that we can see where you are, but this way no one will recognize you. 
But we need to hurry—it’ll wear off in fifteen or twenty minutes.” 

They held an arm out and Alex painted the rest of them quickly. 

“Why aren’t you painting all of us?” Henry asked. 

“Because we don’t want to have to call out to find each other—we’d be 
discovered for sure. And we will lose each other if we’re all invisible. Plus 
Lani and Sam won’t be able to see us then either, and they won’t understand 


what’s happening. We can’t risk them not believing we are who we say we 
are.” 

Henry shrugged. “Guess that makes sense.” He wanted Lani to see him, 
that was for sure. 

Everyone but Meghan removed their vests and held them high above 
their heads with one hand as they climbed down a rope to the water, careful 
not to get their vests too wet. Then Sean and Alex loaded the nearly 
invisible Sky and Crow on their shoulders to make sure they didn’t lose 
sight of them completely in the water. 

“Be safe,” Meghan called out as the six made for the shore. She stood by 
Ms. Octavia and the tiki statue and nibbled on her fingernails, the giant bag 
of spell components in reach so that she could defend the ship if she needed 
to. 

Alex glanced back. “Don’t worry, Meg. We’ve got this. Sean and Carina 
will be right here on the beach in sight at all times to fight off attackers and 
get the team home.” 

As they reached shallower water, all six now walking independently 
toward the beach, a ball of fire came whizzing through the trees and 
stopped in front of Alex. It exploded, but this time it wasn’t Lani’s face 
looking back at him. 

Alex gasped. It was the fiery outline of a tiny porcelain kitten. 





Hope at Last 


It was the end of Samheed’s second week of work on Warbler, but there 
were no days off here. He swung his dulled ax over and over, silently 
splitting logs for ships. It was crazy how much his muscles ached and 
burned, and there was no satisfying crash of the ax breaking the wood to go 
with it. He didn’t dare slow his pace, though, or attempt to sever the leash— 
there were at least ten other young men and women out here who would 
report him in an instant, including the project manager, who’d had his 
thorns removed recently and liked to remind everyone how hard he worked 
to get that privilege. 

The only thing Samheed could think about to get him through each day 
was the sign language class with Lani. That was the only time he was 
certain he’d see her, though they were slowly exchanging information about 
where they regularly were at certain times of the day, and they tried to catch 
glimpses of each other in passing. 

He’d seen her this morning, just for a second, her long black hair 
disappearing around a comer. That moment made his throat ache on and off 
all day, but it kept him going, kept him working hard. The harder he worked 
and the more obedient he was, the sooner he’d be off this chain, and then 
he’d be able to move about a bit more freely. He’d even be allowed to eat 
dinner with Lani. Everything he did was motivated by a chance to see her, 
and their chance to escape. 

And when he thought of escape, his mouth soured, because certainly by 
now someone from Artimé would have done something to rescue them. 
Lani’s father, for sure, if no one else cared enough—he was the high priest, 
after all. He could do anything. That Gunnar hadn’t come was the one thing 
that still gave Samheed pause—perhaps there was some horrible reason 
why no one had rescued them even though Lani’s seek spells seemed to be 
going through and she sent them as often as she could. Maybe the spell 
couldn’t find Alex, or something had happened to him. Or maybe Artimé 
was too far away and the spell couldn’t get there. He wanted to believe that 
his friend Alex would do anything for him. But he was beginning to lose 
hope. 


There was only one good thing that had come out of this, and it was the 
one thing that kept Samheed from giving up. Lani. He knew she must still 
be very fond of Alex, though she seemed to enjoy holding Sam’s hand a lot 
even when she didn’t need to. But if Alex ever showed up to help them, 
Lani would surely go back to liking him. It hurt Sam’s stomach to think 
about it. 

But Alex wasn’t coming. And Lani was all Samheed had. So he was 
going to let his heart do whatever it had to do to keep him from losing his 
mind, stuck here in this horrible place. 

The project manager startled him out of his thoughts, calling for a five- 
minute break. Samheed knew that he could take the break with the others, 
but if he kept working, the project manager would be impressed. So 
Samheed waved off the others and doggedly continued as they headed to 
the water area. 

And then the strangest thing happened. Just as Samheed began to swing, 
a tiny, shiny white thing jumped on the log in front of him. Samheed pulled 
the swing just in time and wiped the sweat from his eyes, thinking he might 
be seeing things. He looked closer and saw it was a porcelain kitten. 

Where in the world did you come from? he wondered. He looked all 
around, making sure no one was watching, and then he knelt down next to 
the log. The kitten moved. And then Samheed heard a sound. 
“Mewmewmew,” it said in a tiny voice. It hopped up and down on the log, 
and then it jumped and tumbled down and ran over toward Sam’s giant pile 
of wood. It looked back at Samheed as if it were waiting. 

Samheed looked around again. Was this a trick to see if he’d just keep 
working? But he’d never seen anything like a living statue on Warbler 
before. They didn’t exist here. He took a step toward it. The kitten hopped 
up and down excitedly, then ran back to Samheed and turned around and 
pranced back to the woodpile, its little tail swishing. “Mewmewmew!” it 
said. It had to be enchanted for its nonhuman voice to be heard over the 
island’s silence spell, Samheed decided. 

The noise made Samheed nervous. What if someone heard? He put a 
finger to his lips, and the kitten bounded around to the other side of the 
woodpile and disappeared. At the same time, a ball of light zipped through 
the trees and stopped in front of him. Samheed froze. It exploded, showing 
him a picture that puzzled him. It was a brain floating in the air. It fizzled 


and disappeared, leaving only a silvery trail of light weaving through the 
woods. 

What the—? he thought. And then he remembered. It was his dementia 
spell. His heart leaped into his throat. He’d given the prototype to Alex for 
his collection. ... Could he possibly be here? After all this time? 

Samheed’s blood pulsed and pounded. He strode toward the woodpile, 
forgetting about his leash, and with a yank that almost took his feet out 
from under him, he came to an abrupt stop. The thorn necklace jabbed 
deeper into his skin, sending pain searing through him. He couldn’t go any 
farther. 

After a moment, the kitten reappeared. Sam pointed to his neck and to 
the leash, trying to explain. The kitten watched, tilting her head. And then 
she darted around the woodpile a second time. 

Samheed had to keep swinging his ax or someone would notice he was 
just standing there. He pounded the log halfheartedly, glancing at the 
woodpile now and then. After a minute, he looked again, and the ax nearly 
fell out of his hands, for there, peeking around the edge of the logs, was the 
ugliest, yet most adorable gargoyle face Samheed had ever seen. 

“Hello,” Charlie signed. He waved his two-thumbed hand. 

Samheed ducked down and signed a greeting back to Charlie, 
wondering, Does Warbler use the same hand signals as the gargoyles? 

Charlie confirmed it in an instant. Samheed couldn’t understand 
everything the statue was saying, but he got enough of the message to 
figure out that help had finally, finally come. 

But he had no idea how they were going to get him out of there. And he 
certainly wasn’t going anywhere without Lani. 

A second later, the kitten and Charlie disappeared behind the logs, and 
Samheed saw a brief flash of light and a seek ball skirting around the ships 
and disappearing. Samheed stood on his tiptoes, trying to see where the 
statues went, hoping they understood he couldn’t follow. And then he felt a 
hand on his shoulder. 

“Looking for something?” the project manager asked, his eyes like slits. 


Finally, the Beginning of the Third 
Rescue 


Samheed shook his head, pretending to be bewildered. He began signing 
random words. “Water, left, chicken,” he said. He panicked, wishing he 
hadn’t said “chicken,” or any kind of animal that might make the manager 
think of living statues. “Morning, rain,” he added. 

The manager gave him a puzzled stare. “You’re not very smart, but at 
least you can swing an ax,” he muttered. “Back to work.” 

Samheed began swinging his ax again, chopping with all his might. The 
dull edge of the ax made it bounce back hard without splitting much. His 
arms reverberated with the hit, making his fingers and wrists ache, but he 
kept going, thinking over and over to himself, Please, please, please. 

From the corner of his eye he thought he saw a fox slinking away, and 
then he was sure he saw Charlie running back to the woods. Charlie inched 
his way up a tree in the distance, near a clearing, until Samheed could see 
him. Charlie waved again and pointed. He signed something quickly with 
one hand, the other holding tightly to the tree. 

Samheed didn’t understand, but he also didn’t dare ask questions of the 
gargoyle. He hoped it wasn’t important. Soon enough, the gargoyle slid 
back down the tree and disappeared, and Samheed kept his head down, not 
noticing the long shadows of squirrelicorns circling on the ground in the 
open area around the covered work space. Soon it would be dark and his 
workday would be over. Then how would they find him? And what about 
Lani? 


Lani tried to shrug her hair from her cheek, but it had stuck fast to her skin 
with sweat and grime from the melding fires. In less than an hour and she’d 
be free of this cave for the day. She paused as she worked, and asked herself 
for the hundredth time how it was possible that her life had become like 
this. 

She slid the still-glowing thorns into a tub of water to help them cool, 
and then she went back to the fire, loaded her mold with gold coins, and 


pushed it into the flames, holding it by its long handle until she could bear 
the heat no longer. Her face felt like it was about to melt. She closed her 
eyes and willed herself to stay there a minute more. 

And so it was that when a ball of fire streaked into the room and 
exploded in front of her, she didn’t even see it. 


On the beach, four visible Unwanteds and their two almost invisible friends 
stared at the seek spell’s burning portrait of the kitten. Alex watched it 
sputter out and disappear. “She did it,” he whispered. “Do you think she’s in 
trouble already?” 

“I don’t think she did it for fun,” Sean pointed out. “Though she is kind 
of a silly kitten.” 

“Crud,” Alex muttered. Had he been too ambitious to think they would 
all come out of this easily? He looked at Sean and Carina. “Okay, well, let’s 
proceed as planned. You guys stick with assisting anybody heading back 
this way and help Meghan and Ms. Octavia defend the ship if the 
Warblerans come to attack. We’ll see you soon. I hope.” Alex’s voice 
faltered, and he felt an invisible hand on his arm. He brightened with 
courage he didn’t really have and said, “Come on, Henry. Lead the way, 
Sky and Crow.” 

Sky grabbed hands with the younger boys, and Alex followed behind as 
Sky led them on a stealthy journey off-path. 

What they didn’t see was Sean and Carina flinch, one after the other, and 
crumple to the sand. A single remaining guard skittered down his tree and 
ran as fast as his legs could carry him to the other side of the island. 


Sky moved swiftly, leading the way. “I’ve been thinking a lot about how 
much time has passed, and about where the new captures like Sam and Lani 
would be stationed,” she said in a low voice as her feet flew expertly over 
the brush. “They’re probably still tethered to a wire—it’s like a wire leash. 
It helps them find their way around the tunnels, and it also keeps them from 
trying to escape. They don’t usually get that taken off of them for a few 
months, until they can be trusted.” 

“Great,” Alex muttered. He wondered if there was a wire cutter on the 
ship that they could use. But it was too late now to go back. Darkness was 
threatening. He fingered his spell components, keeping something in his 


hand at all times in case they were surprised, and changing his mind every 
other second on what would be the best spells to have in hand. 

After several minutes of following the kitten’s seek line, Sky whispered, 
“Tt’s leading us to the shipbuilding yard by the water. Be careful now. Stay 
low and don’t speak. This place is teeming with brutes.” 

They neared an area of trees that had been freshly cleared. In the 
distance Alex could see dozens of men and women working silently on 
various types of watercraft. Sky stopped and pointed to where the string of 
light was leading. Alex peered through the trees, looking for signs of the 
fox and Charlie, knowing the kitten would be hard to spot. 

As he stood there looking all around for anyone or anything that was 
remotely familiar, the hair on the back of his neck started prickling. Alex 
whirled around as someone—or something—came flying at him, hitting 
him square in the chest. It knocked him down, and before Alex could get a 
shot off, Henry had the creature frozen in a crunchy chocolate shell. It 
rolled off Alex. 

“Oh no!” Henry whispered. He released the spell immediately, and the 
fox sprang to life again, hopping about. On his back was the kitten, and 
standing ten feet away was Charlie, waving. 

“Sheesh,” Alex said. “I’m glad Kitten is okay, but please don’t do that 
again. This is a stealth mission, okay?” He scrambled to his feet and wiped 
the dead leaves and dirt from his clothes. 

“Mewmewmew!” the kitten said. 

Alex looked at the fox. “What did she say?” 

“She said Samheed is working on the other side of that ship and he 
knows we’re here, but he has a leash stuck to his neck thing and there are 
lots of others about. Also, she heard the manager say it was nearly time to 
quit for the day.” 

Alex looked skeptical. “She said all that with three tiny mews?” 

The fox nodded. His face was very serious. “And Charlie can talk to 
Samheed in the sign language.” 

Alex didn’t want to know how the fox found that out, but he was glad. 
“Okay. Kitten, you did good to send out the alert.” 

The kitten hopped up and down on the fox’s back. 

“Let’s move around so we can see him,” Alex said. 

The fox tilted his head when he noticed the two arms floating in midair. 
He sniffed, and then followed them, along with Alex and Henry. They got 


down on their hands and knees and snuck around to the back of the 
woodpile where the statues had been before. In front of them was an 
enormous covered pavilion, where a dozen young men and women chopped 
logs. A large shadow passed over the trees, and Alex looked up to see 
Simber, who had spied them as well. Alex signaled to Simber and 
whispered, knowing the cat had amazing hearing. “There’s no open place 
for you to land without everybody noticing. Can you go and tell Sean and 
Carina that we’ve found Samheed? Then come right back and see if we 
need help.” 

The cat circled and flew off. 

“Psst,” someone said. 

Alex looked all around. Up in the trees he saw them—a dozen 
squirrelicorns, including Rufus. Alex flashed a shaky grin. He was suddenly 
feeling better about this. 

“Okay, team. You run and fly out there and distract them while I get 
Samheed off his leash. Henry, as soon as you’re close enough, hit everyone 
else with everything you’ve got. PII help as much as I can. Ready, 
everyone?” 

They all nodded, and Rufus circled a paw in the air, commanding his 
team. 

“Go!” Alex said. 

Like a disturbed beehive, the shipbuilding area was suddenly swarmed 
with screaming squirrelicorns and a few hopping, yelling statues. The 
Warblerans dropped their axes in fright as Samheed started throwing 
punches at anyone within reach. 

Waiting for his cue from behind the woodpile, Alex grinned as he 
watched Samheed fight with every ounce of energy he had. “Man, have I 
missed you,” he whispered. 


The First Loss 


Alex leaped over the end of the woodpile, casting blinding highlights on his 
way to Samheed. “Sam!” he said as he ran up. “Stand still now, don’t move 
an inch.” Samheed dropped his fists and began to shake, overflowing with 
adrenaline. The Warblerans he’d punched came to their senses and began to 
fight off the winged, horned creatures that stabbed at them. 

Alex shot off a few more spells, and when it looked like he had a few 
seconds, he touched Samheed’s thorns. “Hold very still,” he whispered. He 
took a breath, and whispered, “Dissipate.” 

Just as he breathed the dangerous magical word, a Warbleran grabbed a 
squirrelicorn from the air and threw her at Alex. The squirrelicorn’s horn hit 
Samheed’s neck, jolting them all. And as the thorns vanished, so did the 
creature. 

Alex pulled his hand away with a gasp. “No!” He looked all around, as if 
the squirrelicorn might be hiding somewhere, but she was gone. The leash 
dangled from the overhead wire, and Samheed was free. 

“Alex!” Rufus cried out. “Let it go and carry on!” 

That brought Alex to his senses. He shrugged off his vest and shoved it 
at Samheed. “You can speak now, or at least whisper,” he said. “Fire away!” 

Samheed wore a dazed expression, not sure what had just happened, but 
at Alex’s words he came back to life and shoved his arms through the vest. 
He brought a hand to his neck, feeling the dents and holes in his skin. And 
then he grabbed components and started fighting. 

Alex, who had padded his other pockets, began pelting Warblerans with 
spells. But when he heard a cry, he turned, finding Henry dangling from the 
arms of an enormous man, who held the boy out in front of him like a shield 
as he ran for a tunnel. “Alex!” Henry screamed. 

Alex didn’t have a clear shot at the man. He whirled around frantically, 
searching the area. Finally his eyes alighted on the one he was seeking. 
“Kitten!” he cried. “Go!” 

The kitten didn’t need any more instruction. She tore after the man, 
climbed up his leg, and wriggled her way into Henry’s pocket. Alex shot off 
a round of shackles at the man’s feet, but the man was running in a zigzag 


pattern. The spell missed and bounced off the ground. There was nothing 
else Alex could do without risking Henry. Then he thought of one thing. 
“Freeze,” he called out, holding his hand in the direction of the escaping 
man. But the man ducked down a hole in the ground and disappeared, and 
the freeze spell hit the side of a ship and shattered like ice to the ground. 
Alex grabbed a few more spells from Samheed’s vest and chased after 
them. 

Meanwhile, Samheed found his whispery voice and began casting spells 
with gusto. He was a little rusty with his aim, but he soon got back into the 
rhythm. He mounted the log pile for a better view of his attackers. As more 
Warblerans came running, Samheed blinded, shackled, scatterclipped, and 
froze them before they had any time to fight back. It was a bizarre, quiet 
fight, the only sound coming from the very few who had voices. When at 
last Simber returned, Samheed had polished off everyone in the area. 

Samheed ran up to the giant cat. 

“Had a minorrr incident to clearrr up at the beach with some of our 
fighters,” Simber told him. “Climb aboarrrd,” he said. “We’ll get you to the 
ship.” 

Samheed shook his head violently, and then remembered he could speak. 
“Not without Lani,” he rasped, his voice trying hard to come back. He 
coughed a few times, attempting to clear his throat, and wished he could get 
his body to stop shaking. “I’m not going anywhere without her.” 

Simber frowned, but then he nodded. “Do you know where she is?” 

“Fire cave. Deep down below. But I’m sure word is spreading that 
you’re here. We have to hurry.” He thought for a moment. “Oh—but you 
can’t fit down the tunnels. If you can find the exit hole on the south side of 
the island by the lagoon, I’ Il try my best to bring her out there.” 

Simber nodded. “I will be therrre if I am not needed elsewherrre. 
Otherrrwise head straight to the lagoon wherrre you arrrived a month ago. 
Do you know how to get therrre? The pirrrate ship belongs to us.” 

“T’ll find it.” Samheed started to run, and then he turned back. “Is 
Meghan... ?” 

“She’s waiting forrr you on the ship.” 

Samheed sighed heavily. “Thanks. Thanks for coming back for us.” 

Simber nodded. “Go.” 

Samheed grabbed spell components in both hands and jumped down the 
entry hole, sliding on his back and landing on his feet. He ran down the 


tunnel, seeing frozen and shackled Warblerans everywhere, no doubt thanks 
to Alex. He saw Warblerans huddled in caves, peering out, and ducking 
when they saw him wearing the strange vest. Some of them signaled to him 
as he passed, pleading, “Save me.” “Let me come with you.” It was 
heartbreaking. But Samheed couldn’t risk saving anyone else right now. He 
had to get to Lani. 


Alex chased after the man and Henry, getting farther and farther behind as 
Warblerans tried to stop him. He shot spells left and right and pressed his 
way through the crowds, closing off caves with glass spells and locking the 
people inside when he started running out of components. He felt terrible 
about it, but it was the only way to keep up. 

But in the maze he lost them. He kept running, unsure of where to go. 
“Kitten!” he yelled. He waited at a circle where several tunnels came 
together, having no idea what to do, which way to go, and constantly 
turning to make sure no one was coming up behind him. He was starting to 
panic. 

And then the ball of light arrived. Kitten again, this time to save the day. 

Alex sped down the proper tunnel, eventually hearing Henry’s screams 
once again. He snuck up to the entrance of a cave, finding himself in a 
hospital room of sorts. The brute held Henry down on a table, and another 
Warbleran reached into a cupboard, pulling out a handful of braided thorns. 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Get your hands off him!” Alex yelled, furious. He 
blasted the brute with an encasement spell and hit the other with a dog 
collar shackle that stuck her to the wall, her feet dangling off the floor. 
Henry scrambled off the table, a look of terror in his eyes. Alex grabbed 
him by the arm and ran to the nearest opening, having no idea where on the 
island they were but hoping one of the statues would be around to help. 
They emerged to find Florence stacking frozen bodies like logs. 

“Don’t shoot!” Alex cried. “It’s us. Get Henry to the ship, fast! I’m 
going back down.” 

“Good luck!” Florence picked up the boy and ran, her steps shaking the 
earth, while Alex dove back underground. 





Finding Lani 


Finally it was time. Lani cleaned up her thorn station for the day with the 
other melters. She was running behind because at the last minute she’d 
decided to get one more mold of thorns made, hoping her manager would 
notice. Maybe then she’d get the leash off sooner. If anyone could fake 
being the model of good behavior, it was Lani, and she was doing 
everything she could to get the leaders of Warbler to trust her. 

The others finished up, and one by one they left, until finally Lani was 
alone. She jiggled her sizzling mold, trying to get the stupid thorns to 
solidify and come loose without burning her hand off. While she waited for 
it to cool, she wiped up her table and scrubbed it with her scraper to get the 
tiny drips of gold off before they stuck there for good. 

When she heard a voice coming from the tunnel outside the cave, her 
heart raced. She hoped it was one of the leaders, who would see that she 
was still hard at work. She began scraping harder. 

Then she heard the voice again. “Glass,” it said. The voice was familiar, 
but she couldn’t quite figure out which of the leaders it could be. She 
picked up her thorn mold and went to swish it in the water to help it cool 
and loosen from the mold. And then, from the doorway, she heard her 
name. 

“Lani.” It was a whisper. 

She looked up. Her fingers trembled and went to her mouth. The mold 
slipped from her other hand and hit the floor without a sound, thorns 
popping out like toothpicks and scattering on the floor. And then she ran to 
him and jumped into his arms, her lips mouthing his name as her heart 
screamed it. 

Alex. 

He held her, laughing and crying as she sobbed silently into his neck. He 
twirled her around in the doorway, knowing they had to hurry and wanting 
to get her neck thorns off, but she clung to him and wouldn’t let go. He 
closed his eyes and wrapped his arms around her waist, feeling her 
shuddering breaths against him, wishing he could fix it all so this had never 


happened. He smoothed his fingers over her hair as her sobbing slowed, and 
then he opened his eyes and whispered, “We have to hurry.” 

He turned to look down the tunnel, hoping none of the spells had worn 
off, and then his jaw dropped as he saw two arms on the other side of the 
glass barrier, with other body parts of Sky and Crow beginning to appear as 
their invisibility spells wore off, including Sky’s face. Clearly, she didn’t 
know he could see her. 

He set Lani down hastily. “Let’s get this thing off you. Please don’t 
move, not even a fraction. This will only take a few seconds.” 

Lani obeyed, tears still washing down her streaky, sooty face, and soon 
—without any casualties this time—her thornament was gone. 

“You can speak now,” Alex said. He handed her most of the spell 
components he had left, and then he hurriedly released the glass spell. In a 
low voice he said, “This is Sky and Crow from the raft, remember? They 
can speak now too.” 

He turned to Sky as they began moving for the exit. “Boy, am I glad to 
see you,” he said. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to find my way out of 
here.” He hugged Sky’s shoulders and they started jogging through the 
tunnel, past an occasional frozen person. 

Lani cleared her throat. “Where’s Sam?” she whispered. “We have to 
find him.” 

“We found him once, but then I had to go after Henry. ... ” 

“Henry—is he okay?” Her voice was a rasp. 

“He is now.” 

“This way,” Sky said, taking her brother by the arm and turning sharply. 
“This leads away from the queen’s throne room.” 

“T’m not leaving without Sam,” Lani said defiantly. 

“Well, duh,” Alex said. He grinned at Lani, and she gave a reluctant 
smile in return. 

As they passed various caves, Alex threw more glass spells, locking in as 
many Warblerans as possible to keep them out of their way. He was glad 
that spell didn’t require a component. Sky made them turn once more, and 
they could see the end of the tunnel. “Almost there,” Sky said under her 
breath. They broke out into a full run. 

They saw the ostrich down one stretch of a tunnel. “What is she doing 
down here?” Alex wondered, puzzled. “Never mind,” he added hastily and 
called to her to follow. 


“You brought the ostrich?” Lani said. “She hates us.” 

“I know, right?” Alex chuckled. “We have a lot to tell you.” His laugh 
died in his throat when he realized just how much Lani and Sam didn’t 
know. He wasn’t sure if he could tell that story again. 

They reached the end of the tunnel. Sky, then Crow, lunged for the 
ladder and scaled it like they’d done a thousand times. Lani tried the same 
thing and struggled, but made it up, and then Alex held out his hand to help 
boost the ostrich. “Are there any more of you in the tunnels?” Alex asked. 

“No, I’m the only one,” she said with no evidence of grouchiness 
whatsoever. “Florence sent me to look for you.” 

“Perfect,” Alex said. He helped the ostrich up and out. He sealed off the 
tunnel behind him with another glass spell in case anybody was coming 
after them. And then he bounded halfway up the ladder, and just as his head 
emerged, he froze. 

In his face was a saber, held by a stately woman with long silver hair. He 
gasped, his eyes darting around the hole, where Lani, Sky, Crow, and the 
ostrich were being held by four brutes, each holding a saber to the 
Artiméans’ necks. 

“Hello, you annoying little man,” the woman said, drawing her words 
out in a sickly sweet voice. “I am Queen Eagala. I think you need to turn 
back around. We’ll get a collar and chain on you right away so you can stop 
stealing my people.” Her voice was eerily familiar, and so were her looks. 
In an instant, it dawned on him. He knew exactly who she must be. 

Alex hesitated, inching his fingers toward his pocket. He didn’t dare 
slide his eyes toward Lani, but he knew she’d be ready. “I’m not stealing 
your people, I’m rescuing mine,” Alex said in as calm a voice as he could 
muster. Against the ladder his fingers slid into his pocket, where the 
prototypes were. “They want to leave, don’t you, guys?” 

“Yep,” Lani said. 

Sky followed suit. “Mm-hmm.” 

“Sure do,” said Crow. 

The ostrich rolled her eyes. 

“They can’t leave. They’re on my property, they’re branded, and they 
work for me now,” said the icy woman. A smile played on her lips as if she 
was enjoying the little game. 

“Maybe you could fire them,” Alex suggested. He put extra emphasis on 
the word “fire” and glanced at the ostrich, who couldn’t possibly be hurt by 


the blade on her neck but was playing along beautifully so far. 

His fingers felt the sandpapery stone claw, and he tried not to be too 
distracted as he thought the word: Seek. 

“Oh, they’re much too good at working for me to do that,” Queen Eagala 
said. 

Nothing happened, and for a moment Alex feared the worst—that 
somehow Artimé was gone. But then he remembered what Simber had said, 
that his claw might not work because he hadn’t created it artistically. 

Alex was starting to panic, but he forced himself to remain calm. A drop 
of sweat rolled down his back as he moved his other hand to grab more 
spells, but he didn’t have much choice. He clutched the dewclaw harder and 
said, “So, you seek to hire more people, is that it?” 

With that, a ball of fire burst from Alex’s pocket and shot straight up into 
the air, and everybody reacted. The ostrich slammed back the foot she 
wasn’t standing on, straight into the man’s kneecap. Then the bird launched 
her stone head backward into the brute’s face as hard as she could, dropping 
the guy. The ostrich flapped her stone wings, knocking Crow’s guard in the 
side of the head. Teeth flew from the man’s mouth. He dropped his saber, 
staggered a few steps, and fell to the ground on top of the first guy. 

At the same time, Lani stuck a pincushion component into her guard’s 
thigh with one hand and tossed a handful of scatterclips at Queen Eagala, 
pinning her to the tree behind her. The queen screeched, furious, unable to 
move. 

Lani’s guard, feeling a thousand pins pricking his skin, began dancing 
around in agony, but still took a swipe with his saber at Lani as she 
searched for more components. The long, sharp blade caught Lani in the 
thigh, slicing through the fabric of her pants and deep into the skin. She 
gritted her teeth, unwilling to show how much it hurt. Seconds later, blood 
soaked through the fabric and spread in a growing circle around the wound. 
She whirled around and managed to dodge the next swing, wondering 
where Samheed could possibly be. Was he already on the ship? She didn’t 
know, and there was no time to go back through the tunnels now. It was too 
late. “Samheed!” she screamed, frantic. She couldn’t leave without him. 

With his last component, Alex blinded the guard holding Sky, who 
scooted out from under the knife and grabbed Crow. “Run!” Alex shouted 
to them, and they went a short distance, but Sky turned back. 


Alex jumped up the ladder the rest of the way and slammed a fist into 
the blinded guard’s gut, almost breaking his fingers. But the guard was 
expecting it. He picked Alex up like a toy and shook him until his eyes and 
teeth rattled, and then threw him through the air. Alex slammed back-first 
into a tree trunk, his head ricocheting into the tree bark without a sound. He 
flopped to the ground, face-first in the sand, and didn’t move. 

“Alex!” Sky screamed as Simber, without a sound, arrived, diving 
through the trees, knocking them down left and right. “Rrrun forrr the 
ship!” he growled. He picked up the guard who had tossed Alex like a sack 
of beans and roared in the man’s face until it turned white and his eyes 
rolled back in his head. Then Simber grabbed the man, flew straight up, and 
deposited the guard in the top of the tallest tree, leaving him there. He came 
back down and dive-bombed the pincushioned guard as the creep started 
toward Alex’s motionless body. Simber picked the man up with his claws 
and hurtled him with all his might, sending him soaring far across the 
island. The man crashed through the palm fronds that made up the shipyard 
roof. 


Samheed had been ambushed on his way to find Lani by some rather ugly 
guards, but he managed to fight his way out of their grasps and went back 
to his initial plan. He raced to the fire cave, but by then he could tell he was 
too late. It was empty. He turned back and raced for the south exit, not 
exactly sure how to get there in the maze of tunnels. “Lani!” he yelled as he 
ran past glassed-in caves with Warblerans peering out. 

A squirrelicorn darted past his head. “I’m Rufus. Are you Samheed?” 

Samheed took one look and blew out a breath of relief. “Yes.” 

“T had a feeling you were still down here,” Rufus said. “Follow me.” He 
buzzed through the tunnels as if he’d lived there all his life, Samheed on his 
heels. Two Warblerans came out of nowhere and began to chase him, and 
after working hard all day, Samheed wasn’t as fast as he wanted to be. “Call 
horse!” Samheed cried, and an invisible steed shot up under him, running at 
full speed for the exit. Samheed hung on. 

Just before they reached the exit hole, Rufus shouted, “Whoa!” He dove 
into a hairpin turn and the steed slammed on the brakes and skidded to a 
halt. With no time to react, Samheed wasn’t so lucky. He flew forward off 
the steed, clanged against the glass wall Alex had left, and bounced to the 
floor of the tunnel. 


“Ooof,” he gasped. 

Rufus came back around more slowly and began ramming the glass spell 
in the hallway with his horn. “We need—to get—through here,” Rufus said 
between jabs, but he was getting nowhere. 

At first Samheed didn’t know what had hit him—or what he’d hit. And 
then he reached his hand out and moved it across the glass. “Dang it, 
Stowe,” he muttered, rubbing his shoulder, and he would have laughed if it 
hadn’t hurt so much. Quickly he got back up. The men were on his tail. 

He released Alex’s glass wall spell and cast a new one between him and 
the approaching guards. Then he dispelled the steed and crawled up the 
ladder as fast as he could go. He was free! Rufus zoomed up and out the 
hole past him to make sure the coast was clear. 

“Lani!” Samheed yelled at the top of his voice, not caring about anything 
else. He was free, but was she? He thought so, based on the glass walls. But 
he wasn’t going anywhere without being sure. 

He looked around and nearly fell back into the hole. The queen faced 
him just a few feet away, and at first he didn’t realize she was stuck to a 
tree. 

“Release me!” she screamed, but no one came to her aid. Certainly not 
Samheed. To his right he saw two enormous guards lying in a heap— 
probably one of them was the one who had dragged them out of the dark 
cave. 

He heard Simber roaring somewhere nearby but couldn’t see him. 
Samheed blasted the queen with a silence spell, which was a relief, and 
tossed shackles on the two guards, who weren’t moving. Then he shot 
another round of scatterclips at the queen just to make sure she was stuck 
fast. He ran down the path. 

“Lani!” he shouted again. 

Simber landed on the ground in front of him and raced past Samheed to a 
tree in the woods just as an orange-eyed girl ran up to him. Samheed 
whirled in alarm. 

“No—Samheed, it’s me. From the raft. Pm Sky. You need to come with 
me. Hurry!” 

It took him a second to recognize her as the Silent girl. He hadn’t even 
seen her with her eyes open before. “Oh. Sorry. You look like... ” 

“Everyone else here. I know. Come.” 


He followed her, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “Have you seen 
Lani?” 

Sky nodded. “She’s hurt.” 

The look on Samheed’s face startled Sky. “Where!” he cried. “Where is 
she?” 

She grabbed his arm. “This way. I’m trying to take you to her. She can’t 
walk.” She ran in the direction of the lagoon, where Lani lay off the path. It 
was as far as she had been able to go. Her eyes were open but she was 
breathing hard, her face telling everything. 

“Sam,” she said, reaching for him. 

He ran to her and knelt down. She wrapped her arms around his neck 
and he lifted her up. She stared at him, and he stared at her. Sky watched, a 
little puzzled, and then her lips parted. A second later she snapped her lips 
shut and tugged on Samheed’s sleeve again. “We need to hurry,” she said. 

Sky led Samheed as fast as he could go to the lagoon, where Florence 
stood. She paced, looking around anxiously. The ground shook slightly 
around her. “Ah, there you are.” She took a giant step to reach Sam and 
Lani and picked them both up like they were a sack of arrows. “Thank you, 
Sky,” Florence said over her shoulder as she walked Sam and Lani to the 
ship, where a cheer rose up at the sight of the rescued Unwanteds. 

But Sky was not there to hear it. Instead she raced back to the trees as 
Simber gently nudged the young mage of Artimé into his jaws. 

Simber looked up when he sensed Sky standing there. His eyes were sad. 
He unfurled his wings, letting one come to rest at her feet, and tipped his 
head, indicating she should climb on. She scurried up his wing and settled 
on, grasping him tightly around the neck, pressing her face against the cool 
stone. 

Just then a silent army of Warblerans, unstuck from their temporary 
spells, melted out from the cover of the trees and spread like lava, 
surrounding them. 

Simber flashed them a disgusted look as he bolted down the path and 
leaped into the air, pumping his mighty wings. The Warblerans’ spears, 
rocks, and sabers only fell back to the ground, harming no one but 
themselves. 





A Somber Ride 


Simber lowered his hindquarters into the water at the edge of the ship and 
folded his wings to give the Artiméans a better chance to remove Alex 
safely from his jaws. Once Alex had been brought to their temporary triage 
area, Simber made a bridge of his wing for Sky, who crawled across it and 
waited anxiously, watching as Henry came running with Ms. Octavia to see 
how they could help. 

“Whertre’s Carrrina?” the cheetah growled. “She has some healing 
expertrience, doesn’t she?” 

“She’s over there where you left her, still out from the sleep dart, Sim,” 
Ms. Octavia said. “Pll do my best, and Henry’s here. He’s been studying.” 

Simber frowned. There was nothing else they could do. He glanced back 
at the shore and then turned to the ship. “Leaderrrs,” he roared, sounding 
fiercer than they’d ever heard him. “Is everrryone accounted forrr? Sound 
off, just as yourrr mage would have you do!” 

Those who could, did, and Florence covered the rest. “You’re the last 
ones in, Simber,” Florence said gently. “Unless we want to try to rescue 
some of the other people of Warbler.” 

Simber glanced over his shoulder once more as the army of Warblerans 
reached the beach, but they didn’t enter the water—at least not yet. And 
then he looked at Alex. “We can’t,” he said, defeated. “We arrren’t strrrong 
enough to go back now. And we’ve rrrisked enough alrrready.” He turned 
sharply. “Captain,” he called, silencing the muttering statue, “We must 
hurry.” 

The captain commanded the statues to raise the sails, and he took the 
wheel. “Ye can’t escape, thou treacherous beast!” he cried, shaking his fist 
toward the nebulous east. There was little wind to take the sails. “A longer 
night no man or beast has likely seen,” he added, but no one was really 
listening. 

Simber pushed the ship farther out until he could reach the sea’s floor no 
longer, and then he rose into the air as darkness settled. 

Suddenly the fox came tearing up the stairs and jumped up and down 
next to Florence. “Hey,” he said. “Hey. Hey. Kitten is missing! Kitten isn’t 


1? 


here 

“What?” Florence asked, alarmed. “You’re serious? No, I’m sure I 
counted her. Or maybe I counted you and assumed she was on your back.” 
The ebony statue cringed. She looked over to the shore as if she might be 
able to see the tiny kitten in the dark. She looked up at Simber. 

“We can’t go back,” Simber said gruffly, reading her mind. “Not now. 
Pll come back forrr herrr laterrr. She’s a cat. She’ ll be fine.” 

The fox hopped, anxious, and then he flopped to the deck dramatically 
and buried his face under his paws, sobbing. 

Florence looked around the ship. “Has anyone seen the kitten?” she 
bellowed. Immediately all the statues and creatures who weren’t busy with 
other things began to search, for their brave kitten was a hero, having 
helped save Henry. 

“Kitten!” they began calling. “Here, Kitten!” 

Henry looked up from leaning over Alex. “What’s going on?” he asked 
Ms. Octavia, having been fully concentrating on Alex. “Kitten’s not 
missing.” Something wriggled in his pocket. “She’s right here,” he called. 
“She was taking a nap in my pocket. She’s fine!” He fished the kitten out as 
the fox bounded over. Kitten stretched adorably in Henry’s hand and 
squeaked, “Mewmewmew!” 

“She says that she is very sorry to have worried everyone by accidentally 
falling asleep in Henry’s pocket instead of on my back, which is where she 
prefers to be, and that she’s just fine, and she loves you all—” 

“Shut up,” Simber growled. 

The fox froze, looking at Simber in surprise. Then he snapped his jaw 
shut again and lay down, resting his chin on his front paws. His eyes 
pooled. The kitten climbed on his back and nestled in. 

Simber frowned, muttering something only Florence could hear, and 
despite the seriousness of their situation, Florence had trouble keeping a 
straight face. But then she caught herself and looked over to the covered 
deck, which had become the triage area. Lit torches marked the boundary. 

Henry, Meghan, Sky, and Crow hovered over the injured. Sean and 
Carina lay completely still, eyes closed, but Sky assured the others that they 
would be fine—they were just getting a nice rest. But Alex was still and 
gray. And Lani lay on her side, eyes glazed with pain, squeezing Samheed’s 
hand as Meg and Henry cut her pant leg open and treated the wound. 


Ms. Octavia lifted Alex’s head and poured a small vial of liquid between 
his lips. He choked and coughed. Henry turned sharply, then reached over 
to touch Alex’s forehead and utter a spell. 

“Was it bad that he coughed?” Sky whispered. She could hardly stand 
watching, but she couldn’t leave Alex’s side. 

“No, it was good,” Henry said. “I read it in a book.” He turned to Lani 
and smiled. “And now I get to try magic stitches for the first time on my 
sister,” he said in a mildly wicked voice. Samheed lifted his head and shot 
the boy a quick grin. 

“Great, can’t wait,” Lani whispered. She tried to smile too, but she was 
very weak from losing so much blood. “How’s Alex?” she rasped. 

“Well,” Henry said, almost chipper as he basked in being in his element, 
“if you think about the worst headache you’ve ever had, multiply times a 
hundred or so, that’s probably what Alex is going to have when he wakes 
up. Plus his back probably hurts pretty bad.” 

Sky swallowed hard. “When...” She cleared her throat. “Uh, I mean, 
when do you think he’ll wake up?” Her fingers worked over each other, 
unable to keep still. 

“Pm not really sure about that,” Henry said. “Could be anytime. Could 
be a while.” He took out his magnifying glass and examined Lani’s gaping 
wound. “Wow,” he said, impressed. 

Sky looked down, squelching her disappointment. When she turned, she 
caught Samheed watching her. 

He looked away, only a little embarrassed to be caught. It was weird for 
him, seeing Sky and her little brother acting so alive and normal, and 
Meghan treating Sky like she was one of their close friends. It almost felt 
like . . . like Alex and Meghan and everybody else had been too busy 
making friends with the new kids to be bothered to come rescue him and 
Lani. 

He lifted his head and sucked in a sharp breath, disgusted with himself 
for thinking such a thing. They’d risked their lives for them. “Don’t be 
stupid,” he muttered. 

Sky slid across the wooden plank deck to the starboard side of the ship, 
knowing she was probably just in the way. She took a long drink from a 
tiny magical fountain Ms. Octavia had sculpted while she’d anxiously 
waited for everyone to return to the ship. The water was cold and pure and 
delicious—the best water she’d ever tasted. But all she could focus on was 


Alex, and in between thoughts of Alex her mind went back to her mother 
stuck inside that strange underwater glass case. She pressed the heels of her 
hands to her eyes. As happy as she was that they’d rescued Sam and Lani, 
somehow she felt like everything had gotten worse instead of better. 


Once everyone had settled in and had something to eat and drink, Florence 
carefully stood up midship and beckoned to Simber. He moved directly 
above her to keep his wings from knocking her head clean off, and they 
held a private meeting far above the others. 

“We’re going to need to tell them soon,” Florence said in a soft voice. 

Simber stared stonily ahead. 

“We have to tell them before we get to Artimé, Simber. Or they’ll 
wonder where he is, and why he isn’t there to greet them. And then we’ll 
have chaos. This is at least a semicontrolled environment.” 

Simber still said nothing. 

“I don’t want somebody saying something accidentally, either, and the 
longer we wait, the more likely that is to happen,” Florence said. 

Silence. 

Florence sighed. She tried once more. “I know you’re worried about 
Alex, but think how they’ll feel if we wait. They’ ll feel betrayed. That’s not 
what Artimé’s about.” 

Simber growled low and long. Finally he said, “Alex is the only one who 
saw it all. They need to know what he went thrrrough. Forrr us.” 

Florence bowed her head for a moment, thinking. “Maybe it’s best 
someone else tells it, then. He’ll be far too modest.” She glanced around 
when she heard a flurry of activity in the sick bay. Sean and Carina were 
both awake now and sitting up, and Meghan was describing what had 
happened to them as they lamented their uselessness in this mission. 

“Plus, Lani needs to know about her mother,” Florence whispered. “And 
we can’t wait for Gunnar to break the news—they’ll certainly hear 
something from everyone who will be glad to see them when we arrive 
home again.” She ducked as they passed through a cloud of evening bugs, 
and spit a few out of her mouth before continuing. “I spoke with Henry 
about it, and he doesn’t want to tell her. You should have seen the poor 
boy’s face when I asked him. He’s in agony.” 

Simber’s muzzle twitched. “We should wait until she’s in less pain,” he 
said. “And fewerrr nosy onlookerrrs.” 


Florence sighed. “I honestly don’t see that scenario existing right now. 
It’s going to be messy no matter how it happens.” 
Simber’s determined face didn’t falter. “We wait forrr ourrr leaderrr.” 


The Long Night 


There was no wind, and the pirate ship was moving so slowly it almost 
seemed to be floating backward at times. It made for a smooth ride, though, 
and the moon reflecting on the sea was a perfect picture. The water looked 
like glass. 

Simber kept his eyes forward toward home, while Florence watched the 
sea behind them to make sure the people of Warbler weren’t coming after 
them. But all was calm. 

“All theirrr ships, but no idea what to do with them,” Simber growled. 
“Ts everrrywherrre so dysfunctional?” 

It was a rhetorical question. 


DD « « 


Lani slept. Samheed watched over Alex, growing more anxious the longer 
his friend’s eyes stayed closed. He teased him, daring him to wake up. 
“Come on, man,” he said, his voice strained. “You think you hit that tree 
hard? Try galloping full speed into a glass wall.” Samheed’s nervous smile 
fell away when Alex didn’t respond. He swallowed hard and tried again. 
“You got me good, you know. I owe you one. Hey, remember, uh, 
remember that time in the lounge where . . . ?” He choked on the words and 
couldn’t finish. Instead he closed his eyes and pressed his fists into his 
temples, trying to force the watery grit from his eyes. 

Samheed shook his head slowly, thinking what a mess he’d turned into 
over the past weeks. And while the Artiméans moved about the ship busy 
with chores, or captured a bit of sleep, Samheed couldn’t stop the questions 
that were driving him crazy. He glanced at Lani sleeping, and drew a finger 
across her forehead to catch a strand of hair that had fallen over her face. 
And then he got to his feet and wandered about the ship, trying to work out 
his inner jumble of emotions. He had so many questions, and no one was 
talking about important things. Was he just supposed to wait until they felt 
like explaining themselves? He didn’t think he should have to ask what took 
them so long, but nobody seemed to feel the need to apologize for the 
lengthy delay. 


Maybe they just didn’t understand how horrible it was on Warbler, 
Samheed thought. But then he looked at Sky. No. She knew. Her brother 
knew. Even Meghan had a clue. It hurt. And it made him angry. 

Samheed ducked his head as he walked past the muttering captain. He’d 
met the statue before by accident once, thinking he was going into a 
dressing room. Boy, was that a mistake. He took a punch to the mouth from 
the crazy peg-legged statue before he knew what hit him, and ended up with 
a fat lip. At least the weirdo was useful for something. 

He found himself at the bow, straining his eyes in the dark, looking for 
Artimé. There was a faint glow in the distance, and he thought that must be 
it. He couldn’t wait to get home. He reached around his neck, forgetting that 
the thorns were gone, and he felt the indented scars all the way around. And 
then he remembered the squirrelicorn. He looked around for Rufus, finding 
him balancing on the railing nearby with a group of others. Samheed 
wandered over. 

“Pm sorry about the soldier you lost because of me,” Samheed said 
solemnly. “I don’t know how it happened, but I know Alex was really upset 
about it.” 

Rufus and the other squirrelicorns bowed their horned heads at Samheed. 
“Thank you,” one of them, not Rufus, spoke up. “That was Gremily. She 
was a terrific soldier and we miss her. But it was not the mage’s fault. He 
would never do anything to hurt us.” 

Samheed tapped his hand lightly on the railing and nodded, feeling 
awkward now, unsure what else to say. And thinking it was strange that 
Rufus called Alex a mage. Even though they all were mages, the 
Unwanteds tended to reserve that term for Mr. Today as a sign of respect. 
But maybe creatures thought about the word differently. The squirrelicorns 
turned back to their conversation, giving Samheed the excuse he needed to 
walk back to the bow and stare toward home. 

After a while, Meghan joined him. She slipped her arm around his waist 
in a side hug and brought his arm up to hug her shoulders. They didn’t need 
words to transmit what they were feeling. After a while Samheed turned to 
look at her face. He smiled, and she smiled back, and then he looked more 
closely at her. “They didn’t get your eyes,” he said. 

“No. Thanks to Lani.” 

“She never mentioned it.” 


“Of course not.” Meghan gazed over the water, a wry grin on her face. 
“Wait—how could she have mentioned it?” 

“We—” He began to tell her about their secret tapping language in the 
cave, but then he stopped. “They were teaching us the sign language,” he 
said, not looking at her. 

“Ah,” Meghan said. “Well, the way it happened was that you were on the 
table. They’d just put my thorns in, and Lani managed to cause a 
commotion and scatterclip somebody to the wall so I could run for it.” 

Samheed swallowed hard. “She’s pretty amazing,” he said, trying not to 
betray his feelings. He had to put them away now, he knew. 

“Pve always thought so,” Meghan said. “But you didn’t.” She leaned 
into him. “Sounds like you gave her a chance.” 

Samheed started to protest. “I’ve always thought—” 

“No, you haven’t.” Meghan’s soft laugh rang out over the water. 

“Yeah, okay. You’re right.” Samheed squeezed his fist in his pocket. 
“But I respect her now. She’s the only thing that... kept me...” He 
trailed off, reprimanding himself. 

Meghan raised an eyebrow at his heartfelt admission. It wasn’t like him 
to speak so openly. He seemed so different now. But people change when 
circumstances change, she knew that well enough from the aftereffects of 
the Purge. She didn’t say anything. 

They stood for a long moment. 

“So then you escaped,” Samheed said, going back to their conversation. 

It took Meghan a second. “Yes. There was a huge group of Warblerans 
coming, but I ducked out just in time and managed to find my way out the 
south hole by the lagoon. There weren’t many others roaming the tunnels.” 

“Probably all working,” Samheed mused. 

Meghan shrugged. “I made a mad dash for the beach, and zigzagged so 
no darts hit me—I don’t think they expected anyone to approach from that 
direction. It was pretty miraculous, actually, that I got out of there.” 

“PI say.” 

“So I swam back to the white boat, but I was bleeding a lot, and so 
exhausted. Nobody came after me.” She shook her head. “I don’t 
understand why.” 

“They’re not allowed to go into the water,” Samheed said. “That’s why 
they didn’t follow us to the ship earlier. The queen doesn’t want anyone to 


learn how to swim. She wants them to fear the water so they don’t dare to 
escape.” He paused. “That’s what I heard, anyway.” 

A heavy sigh escaped Meghan’s lips. “Wow.” 

“So, ah, then what?” Samheed glanced at her, growing fidgety as his 
troubled soul began to bubble. “You . . . what? You drove the boat to 
Artimé and they threw you a monthlong party or something?” He cringed 
and shook his head, cursing himself under his breath. “Aw, cripes. I’m 
sorry. That was totally—” 

“Its okay,” Meghan said softly. “Really. I understand how you must 
have felt.” 

Her words struck him like a slap to the face. He wanted to laugh. “Um, 
no. I don’t think you do,” Samheed said, unable to keep the bitterness from 
rushing out. He pulled his arm off her shoulders and let it drop to the 
railing, bouncing his fist on it a few times. And then he turned his head to 
face her, his lost eyes searching hers. “Is anybody ever going to explain 
what took so stupid, blasted long?” 

Meghan looked at him, her expression unreadable, and pulled her arm 
from his waist. She put her elbows on the railing, taking care to put space 
between them. She tapped her lips, eyes narrowed, reminding herself that 
they knew nothing, and that this was going to be hard. She wanted to yell, 
but in an even voice, she continued, pretending like he hadn’t just been a 
total jerk. “When I got to the boat, I was too weak to climb in, so I hung on 
to the ladder.” 

Samheed shuffled his feet and said nothing. 

“I don’t know how many hours passed,” she continued. “Eight? Ten? I 
was delirious and freezing and bleeding, and nobody knew we were gone. 
They were all busy with preparations for Mr. Today to go on holiday.” She 
sniffed, but didn’t cry. “Amazingly enough, when they saw the boat was 
missing, Alex managed to figure out from our comments earlier in the day 
that we were going on an adventure and we’d taken the boat. He and 
Simber began searching. Finally they saw it in the Warbler lagoon.” 

Samheed gazed out over the water, unblinking. 

“So Simber dropped Alex into the empty boat and went flying over the 
island looking for us. It took Alex a while to notice me. I couldn’t speak. I 
managed to make a splash, I guess—I don’t remember that part. Alex heard 
it and found me clinging to the ladder. He hauled me into the boat. When 
Simber came back without you guys, they didn’t know what to do, but I was 


unconscious, and they finally decided they had to get me home before I 
died.” 

Samheed closed his eyes. “Okay, yeah, I’m sorry. I mean, I know it was 
hard for you, and at least Lani and I didn’t have to sit in cold water for half 
a day. But that doesn’t explain why it took a month for you guys to come 
back. I mean”—his still hoarse voice grew louder and cracked, and he held 
his head as if it were about to explode—“I mean, Lani sent those stupid 
seek spells day after day after day! And nobody—nobody—” 

He put his hands over his face, and his voice grew dark and cold, 
booming over the calm sea. “Meghan, you cannot possibly imagine, not ina 
million years, how helpless and horrible it felt to be blind and alone and to 
call out for help with that spell and have no response, day after day after 
day, not one hint that you were getting them—” The tears overflowed his 
red-rimmed lids and ran down his cheeks. He turned to face her. “And I can 
take it, okay? I’m tough, I don’t need anybody, I don’t need you guys,” he 
said, sounding like the old Samheed, not knowing what crazy words were 
falling out of his mouth, “but how—how could you do that to Lani? How? I 
can’t imagine a single reason big enough that would keep you guys from 
helping us for so long.” 

He was growing hysterical, and he couldn’t stop. “Where were you? 
Where were Lani’s parents? Where was Mr. Today?” He ripped his hands 
through his hair and then held them out, like a plea. “Don’t make up some 
crazy story just to try to get me to calm down, okay? Just admit it. 
Somebody, will you please just admit it? Say you screwed up and you’re 
sorry, and I’m telling you, Meg, Pll respect that a whole lot more than this 
junk we’re all dancing around now—this ignoring it, or pretending like 
everything’s fine, and I promise you that’s all I need to hear and it’ll be all 
good again.” He sniffed hard and swiped his arm across his face. “It'll be 
good again.” 

Meg closed her eyes and dropped her head. 

Samheed’s voice softened and he put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m 
sorry. I’m not mad at you, Meg. I know you couldn’t do anything. But what 
about them?” he turned and waved his hand across the ship, seeing for the 
first time that Florence, Simber, Sean, Ms. Octavia, and Henry were all 
standing nearby listening to them, the most somber looks on their faces. 
Beyond them Lani was sitting up, watching with her fingers at her lips. And 


Alex—Alex was awake and on his feet, leaning over the railing, Sky and 
Crow holding him up as he vomited into the sea. 

After a moment, Sky shot a sad glance over her shoulder toward 
Samheed, and then she pulled a small towel from her back pocket and 
helped Alex wipe his mouth. She and Crow eased him into a chair, where 
he put his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. 

Samheed paled when he saw Alex, knowing his friend had heard him. 
He turned away, pressing his fingers into his eyes and fighting an inner war 
once again. 

Meghan’s lip quivered but she stood tall, not sure what to say. She 
glanced at Simber, and then at Sean, and then at Alex, whose long dark 
ringlets were tangled once again and hung down over his fingers. With 
effort, he lifted his head, looking at Simber, who nodded back to Alex. 

Alex held up a shaky hand, taking a gentle breath and focusing on 
speaking. “Thanks, Meghan,” he said. He paused as a wave of nausea 
passed over him, and sweat beaded his forehead. When he could speak 
again, he said, “Sean can take it from there.” His voice quavered, but his 
words were quiet and decisive, like a leader’s. “But first . . . ?” He looked at 
Samheed and weakly held his arms out to his friend. 

When Samheed hesitated, Alex said, “Come on, man.” He took another 
painful-sounding breath and tried again. “I just hurled, and my head is split 
in half. Help a guy give a proper greeting, will you?” 


The Tale Is Told 


Samheed lowered his head and shuffled off toward Alex. “I’m an idiot,” he 
said, kneeling down in front of Alex’s chair. He reached out and the two 
friends hugged, Alex wincing only a little when Samheed patted him on the 
back. “I’m glad you’re okay.” Sam sat back and looked at his friend. “You 
look terrible, though,” he remarked. 

Alex gave him a shaky half grin. “At least I don’t smell like you.” 

“Hey,” Samheed said. The others nearby snickered. “I worked hard all 
day to smell this manly.” He let his smile fade, then said earnestly, “I’m 
sorry for sounding like a jerk.” 

“Well, under the, um, circumstances,” Alex said, “I—” He turned green. 
“Oh no. Hold on a second.” He looked for Sky, who saw his face and 
rushed over, helping him to the railing just in time. 

“It’s the medicine,” Henry said, nodding importantly. “He might yodel 
groceries all night long!” 

Alex groaned from the railing, letting his arms dangle over it. 
“Somebody kill me now.” 

“No!” shouted Florence, Octavia, Simber, Rufus, and all the humans 
who had lived through the disaster on Artimé. Death of the mage was no 
joking matter. Their faces reflected the fear that it could happen again. 

Lani shot Samheed a quizzical look. “I think maybe we should let them 
do the talking now.” 

The light moment of banter faded. Carina got up and offered her seat to 
Samheed so he could sit next to Lani. Sky helped Alex ease back into his 
spot on the other side of her. He wiped the sweat from his brow with his 
shirt and let his head rest on the back of the chair. He closed his eyes. “I 
drove the boat with Meg,” he said, his voice wrecked and full of grit. 
“Simber flew above us. And slightly to the right,” he said, his hand 
stretching out before him, placing Simber in his mind. “He was guiding us 
home in the dark. We made plans to come back for you the next day. And 
then—and then Simber—” He heaved an uneasy breath, and brought his 
forearm to cover his eyes as the memories flooded back. Alex began to 
shake uncontrollably. 


Lani looked up at Henry in alarm. “Is that the medicine too?” 

“No,” Henry said softly. At that moment his face wore the experience of 
an old man. “He’s crying.” 

“Why?” Lani reached a hand out and slipped it in Alex’s, her face filled 
with concern. 

Samheed watched, surprised. He’d never seen his friend like this. Sky 
put her hand to her mouth and looked away, crying too, and Crow slipped 
his hand in hers. 

“Sean,” Simber said. The cat growled, watching Alex relive it all again. 
Florence wiped a tear and flicked it overboard, and Octavia blew her nose 
loudly into her handkerchief. 

Samheed looked around at everyone and his heart slammed in his chest. 
“What happened?” he whispered. 

Sean took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and then he began. “In one 
instant, everything changed. Simber froze and fell into the sea. Claire’s boat 
that Alex was driving at full speed stopped running, throwing him and 
Meghan, who was unconscious, into the water. On land, the mansion 
disappeared in a poof, turning into the gray shack, and Artimé was gone. 
Completely wiped out, except for the people. And then a group from Quill 
attacked.” 

Lani’s mouth hung open. “You’re not serious,” she breathed. “How 
could that have happened?” She looked around, bewildered and scared. 
“Sean?” she prompted. She stared at Henry, but he only looked at the deck. 

Samheed’s eyes were wild. He stood up and looked all around, as if he 
might have missed someone. He looked at Alex, shaking in the chair, arm 
still flung over his face, and he grew pale. “Rufus called Alex .. . No. No 
way,” he mumbled, thinking. And then he gasped and went up to Sean, 
gripping his shirt, eyes begging the older boy to lie as he whispered, 
“Where’s Mr. Today?” 





One Last Tale 


When it was over, the ship was wet with tears. Alex had finally had a 
chance to grieve without having to be the brave one, while Samheed and 
Lani sat in shock. At Lani’s feet Henry fidgeted, his face wearing the strain 
of one final secret. 

They sat like surviving comrades of a lost war, silent, finding comfort in 
the existence of the others. 

One by one the Artiméans realized what hadn’t been told, and they 
slipped away to the lower deck. Even Simber tried to give them time alone 
by creating a job for himself. With his teeth, he grabbed a rope that was tied 
to the bow and began pulling, flying out ahead, helping the ship home. 

Sky hesitated and then went belowdecks, knowing Samheed could help 
Alex if he needed it. Even though she’d spent a lot of time with Henry, Sky 
was a Stranger to Lani, and she hadn’t earned the right to be in this 
conversation. 

Meghan stole away, finding Sean and Carina standing quietly at the 
stern. 

Soon only Alex, Lani, Samheed, and Henry remained. Alex forced 
himself to be strong. He gave Henry a long look. Henry returned it with 
sorrowful eyes and nodded. He scooted over to Alex and rested his chin on 
Alex’s knee, wrapping his arms around Alex’s lower leg like it was a 
security blanket. Alex rested his hand on the boy’s head, mussing his hair a 
little in a comforting way. 

“We have one more thing we have to tell you, Lani,” Alex said. He 
breathed shallowly, lungs searing with every breath, his whole skeleton in 
pain, but he’d turned down a second dose of the medicine because throwing 
up endlessly was worse. 

Lani looked up at him, her face going blank with fear. “What is it?” 

Alex leaned forward slowly, pinching the bridge of his nose, thinking. 
He edged his body up and out of the chair, trying not to gasp in pain, Henry 
reaching out to help him kneel on the deck next to Lani. 

“Al,” Samheed said, scrambling to help, but Alex waved him off. 


“Tt’s cool. I’m fine,” he lied. He rested his elbow on Lani’s good leg and 
took her hand, and then he turned his head to look at Henry, giving him a 
sad smile and reaching out to bring the boy closer. 

Lani couldn’t speak. 

Alex looked deep into her new orange eyes, feeling the most tremendous 
sorrow, knowing the next few minutes would change her life drastically, 
and hating to have to be the one to bear the news. Finally he could delay it 
no longer. “When Quill attacked us after Artimé disappeared,” he said, “the 
Unwanteds fought hard. They gave everything they had. But they’d lost 
their magic and were unprepared to fight Quill’s way. We had no weapons,” 
he explained. “Because of that, we lost some of Artimé’s bravest, who 
fought to the death for the sake of all of us.” 

Lani’s lip quivered and her already red-rimmed eyes filled again. “No,” 
she said. A tear escaped, and she looked at Henry. “No,” she pleaded. 

Henry’s face broke. Alex put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

Lani turned back to Alex. “No!” she screamed. 

Alex’s head tipped back and his lids closed halfway, and then he pressed 
her hand to his heart. “I’m sorry to tell you that your mother—” 

“NO!” 

Alex breathed. Lani’s screams hurt more than his bones. “Your mother,” 
he said, pausing, waiting for her, but she was already quiet, “was one of 
those brave people, and she died.” 

Lani stared at Alex, lips flared, face twisted and streaming with tears. 
Her body shuddered, and then her features softened as she looked at Henry. 
She reached out a quivering hand and touched his face, wiping a tear from 
his jaw and catching another that pooled in the shadow below his eye. And 
then she pulled her fingers free from Alex, buried her face in her hands, and 
rocked back and forth. 

Alex looked over at Samheed, who knelt on the deck on the other side of 
the chair. His wild eyes were locked on Lani, and he clenched his fists. 
Finally he reached out his hand and brushed it tenderly over Lani’s bowed 
head. 

Alex checked on Henry, who was crying in silence, and put an arm 
around the boy. Henry stiffened, then shrugged it off, shaking his head, and 
Alex nodded. “Sorry,” he whispered to the boy. 

When Lani finally lifted her head, Alex was there. But she turned to 
Samheed, raising her arms like a child. He leaped to his feet and lifted her 


up to him, careful not to hurt her injured leg. She wrapped her arms around 
his neck and sobbed into his shoulder. Samheed held her close, eyes closed, 
saying things only she could hear. 

“Take me home,” she sobbed. “Take me home.” 

Samheed whispered to her, holding her tightly. Slowly he moved away 
from the others, giving her privacy to grieve. 

Alex watched them for a long moment as the world wavered around him 
in a haze of pain, and then he dropped his gaze, resting his head in his hand. 
Beyond the pain, he felt almost like he’d lost something, or been defeated, 
but that wasn’t the right word or the right feeling to be having at a time like 
this. There was something in that one impulse—Lani turning to Samheed 
for comfort instead of him—that said more than anything else could have. 
That never would have happened before. Those two had always clashed, but 
there was something there now. Something strong. And even though Alex’s 
feelings for Lani had changed, he couldn’t help but curl inward a bit to 
protect the new emptiness he felt inside. 

When he looked up again, he saw that Henry had silently followed his 
sister, certainly wanting to be near her. She pulled him in, needing him as 
much as he needed her. 

After a minute, Alex took a few shallow breaths and leaned forward to 
use his hands, pushing his aching body to his feet. Hunched over, he took 
another searing breath and then straightened, his legs shaking. He reached 
for the back of the chair to steady himself, missing it on the first try but 
catching it with his fingertips on the second. He kept his head down, 
concentrating as a wave of black crossed in front of his eyes. He held 
himself there, willing his eyes to clear, and then he broke out in a cold 
sweat. His stomach twisted and he staggered to the railing once more. 

Simber looked over his shoulder at his boy. His eyes flashed and he 
growled low and long, a mourning song in his throat. 





A Sleepless Night for the High 
Priest 


Aaron paced the stony, lifeless halls of the palace. He’d tried to sleep but 
tossed and turned even on the comfortable palace bed. He had a lot to worry 
about. Artimé was back, or so he assumed based on Haluki’s escape and 
Alex’s subsequent rescue of that woman from the Haluki house through that 
weird glass tube, which had reappeared in the closet. Aaron had fired 
Bethesda and Liam on the spot, sending them to the Ancients Sector. 

But he was surprised that he didn’t get much joy from that. His father 
had ruined it for him, he supposed. Aaron snarled when he thought about 
his parents. At least he’d have their loyalty. That was something, he 
supposed, when he seemed to be losing Restorers faster than he was gaining 
slaves—er, Unwanteds, that is. 

His mind turned to Gondoleery Rattrapp, and he willingly admitted that 
she was his biggest worry right now, for the sheer reason that he did not 
know what she was up to, and she wouldn’t talk to him. Add to that the 
strange things Secretary had seen her doing through her window, and it was 
all a bit frightening. He didn’t need another magical world to fight against. 
One was enough; that was sure. 

Aaron pulled open the giant door to the driveway, startling the two 
sleeping guards posted there. “At least pretend like you’re protecting me,” 
Aaron said. He waved them off and strode to his new doorway to the sea. 
There was no breeze tonight, which was rather unsettling now that he’d 
gotten used to it. 

He stared out over the water as the moon went behind a stray cloud, 
leaving the night as dark as it had ever been, excluding the lights of the 
palace behind him, of course. Just as he turned to go back inside, something 
caught his eye. It was light, moving across the water not far offshore. His 
eyes widened and he hastened back behind the wall, peering out. “What in 
Quill?” he whispered. 

As he stared, he began to make out an outline made up of dots of light, 
and he could hear people talking, though the sounds were too muffled to 


understand what they were saying. It was a—a palace on the water, with 
strange flags pointing to the sky. It was nothing like that white boat that had 
belonged to the old mage. This thing was enormous. He stared as it passed, 
wondering if it used some sort of jalopy oil and tires that reached to the 
bottom of the sea to make it move. 

He had never seen anything like it. As it passed out of his vision, he 
crept out through the doorway once more to watch it, fascinated. “Where 
did it come from?” he wondered. “And where is it going?” 

And then his heart was stricken with fear. Could it be an enemy? One of 
the enemies Justine had warned about? He clutched the placket of his shirt. 
How could he have doubted her? There must be other lands, for that vessel 
obviously didn’t come from Quill, and he’d never seen it or heard about it 
in Artimé. He ran out farther, down the hill toward the water, watching it 
Start to turn toward the island. 

Blood pounded in his ears. His brain told him to run, to alert the 
Quillitary, but his arms and legs wouldn’t obey. He could only watch in 
horror as it moved closer to the shore somewhere beyond the Quillitary 
yard on the desolate side of the island. “What if they land?” he whispered. 

And then he remembered the walls, and he nearly laughed at himself, 
though he would never actually do that. He breathed easier, but still—what 
if they could break down the walls? Or worse—what if they landed on 
Artimé and Alex let them in? 

Aaron felt the blood drain from his face. His brother wasn’t strong like 
Aaron was. But the last time Aaron saw Alex, Alex had changed. He would 
never forgive Aaron for killing the old mage. And maybe he would even 
seek revenge. 

It was something Aaron would have laughed off in the past. But now 
there was more than just a niggling of fear in his heart. Maybe he was 
paranoid, maybe not. All he knew was that Alex had more strength and 
intelligence in him than Aaron had ever expected. 

He stood on his tiptoes, straining to see the ship as it disappeared around 
the curve of the island. He looked back at the block opening he’d made, 
grateful the secret vessel of the night hadn’t seen it. It was the weakest part 
of the island, he realized. He would have to have the blocks put back up 
immediately. 

But now he had to decide—should he alert the Quillitary even though 
they weren’t wholly in the Restorers’ camp? Should he alert the Restorers 


even though his numbers were dwindling and their loyalty and competence 
were questionable? Either one would make him look weak if nothing 
happened. And he wasn’t quite sure just who would be best to share the 
news of other lands with. Realizing his current state of instability made him 
nauseous. 

Clutching his stomach, he walked back to the palace pondering 
everything. 


Meanwhile, in his office, Matilda the gargoyle had climbed out of her box 
in the closet and crawled up the wall to the window. She straightened the 
pink ribbon that wrapped around one of her horns. When she saw the 
lighted ship pass by the opening Aaron had made, she lifted a hand to wave. 
And then she smiled, knowing immediately that Charlie had seen her and 
had waved too. 


Land Ho! 


Captain Ahab, who was considerably more calm when the volcanic island 
was out of sight behind him than he was when its belching flames were in 
plain view, shouted out their arrival to the shore of Artimé. The moon had 
left them and it was as dark as dark could be. Soon the captain called for the 
sails to be lowered. He dropped the anchor. 

Meghan found Alex slumped over the railing. “Oh dear,” she said, 
rushing over to him. “Are you okay?” 

“Just a little pain,” Alex whispered. 

Meghan bent down, slipped his arm over her shoulder, and supported 
him. “Come on,” she said. “Are you done throwing up?” 

“T think so,” he said. “Don’t shake me.” 

“Pll try not to,” Meghan said. She helped him walk a step at a time, 
pausing in between, as others, oblivious, sleepy, and eager to get to their 
comfortable beds, flooded to the gangway. 

Simber circled around and dropped the rope into the ship, then hovered 
near Alex. “Let me take you,” Simber said. 

“Pm okay,” Alex replied, tilting his head up. “You should take them in 
first.” He lifted a heavy arm and pointed to Samheed and Lani, who sat 
together in a comer. 

Meghan lifted a brow and glanced at Alex. He dropped his gaze. Simber 
sighed and circled around again, unable to simply fly in reverse. 

“Pm herrre to escorrrt you,” Simber said to Lani. “I’m surrre yourrr 
fatherrr will be rrrelieved to see you.” He dropped his back paws on the 
deck but kept his wings flapping to keep from capsizing the ship, and then 
he arched his back and opened his enormous mouth. 

Samheed placed Lani into Simber’s jaws and climbed up on the great 
cat’s back. Simber lifted off and Meghan looked around, anxious to get off 
the ship. She spied Henry and Crow heading down the stairs and Sky 
hanging back. 

Meghan smiled. “Hey,” she said. 

Sky gave a nervous wave. “Hi, um, I just was making sure he was okay. 
Do you need any help?” 


Alex lifted his head at the sound of Sky’s voice. He tried to smile. “I 
might need an extra hand up the stairs in the mansion in a bit.” 

Meghan rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly, Alex. You’re going to the sick 
ward.” 

“No way,” he said. 

“Well, if you’re stubborn, you can take the tube directly.” 

“That’s so... clinical.” 

Meghan laughed, and Alex forced himself not to. “Ow,” he breathed. 

Sky hesitated and tapped her shoe against the staircase, her face flushing. 
“Okay, well, Simber’s back for me, so Pll be in my room if anybody needs 
me later,” she said, and then she disappeared down the stairs to the 
gangway, where Simber waited to shuttle her ashore. 

Meghan turned her head to look at Alex, who was gazing at the spot 
where Sky had been. He closed his eyes and breathed in as evenly as he 
could. 

A moment later Simber was back from bringing Sky ashore. 

“Is everybody else off the ship?” Alex asked. He didn’t bother opening 
his eyes. 

“Florrrence is counting. You’rrre the last two, plus the captain, who is 
waiting for you to go firrrst.” 

“Nice guy,” Alex whispered. He swiveled with Meghan’s help and eased 
back into Simber’s mouth, while Meghan climbed onto Simber’s back, and 
then they were off to the mansion. 


Inside their beloved home, the fox and the kitten hopped into the tube, 
heading for who knows where, as Alex, Meghan, and Simber walked in. It 
was quiet inside; the only movement came from the last straggling 
passengers, who headed straight to their rooms. Florence came in with the 
captain, who clomped past the others to the tubes, muttering, “Blast my 
skull!” as he disappeared, no doubt heading for the theater. 

“To the sick bay with you, Alex,” Florence said. 

Alex glanced into the hospital ward, where Lani lay in a new bed next to 
her father’s, across from Claire Morning. Samheed stood by Lani’s side, 
holding her hand. Alex’s lips parted, and then he shook his head. “No way. 
No one else needs to witness my spew.” He tried to smile, but he could feel 
the heat coming to his skin and the uneasiness in his gut returning. 

“You look flushed,” Meghan said. “Do you have a fever?” 


“Just tired. Promise.” Alex turned to Simber and put a hand on the cat’s 
neck. “Thank you,” he said. He looked at Florence. “Thank you,” he said to 
her. And then he looked at Meghan. “And thank you. I am going to bed. 
Simber, if you need me . . . you know how to reach me.” He shuffled 
blindly to the tube as sweat dripped into his eyes. 

“Good night, Alex,” they said, each of them exchanging glances with the 
others, more than a little concerned. 

He stepped into the tube, looking longingly at the steps he preferred to 
take, and with careful deliberation pressed the combination that would take 
him to his room. He leaned against the cool glass, the pain causing nausea, 
which prompted sweat to pour down his back. When he opened his eyes, he 
had reached his room. 

Finally Alex could stop pretending to be the brave, strong leader of 
Artimé. His skin felt like it was on fire. He pushed himself upright, ripped 
his drenched shirt off, and staggered out of the tube as his room began to 
swirl around him. He dropped to his knees, clutching at the edge of the 
coffee table, heaving as the pain tore through his body and head. He gasped 
and groaned, his sweating hands slipping off the table and his arms 
slamming to the floor, jolting him. Every gasp for air felt like a knife to the 
back. He gave up trying to make it to the nearby couch, much less the bed, 
and melted to the floor as the world went black. 

Clive stared, eyes wide, lips parted in shock. “Alex?” he said. He waited, 
and then he pounded his face against the blackboard, straining and pushing 
as hard as he could. “Alex,” he yelled, “I’m sorry! Please don’t die! Don’t 
die!” 

But Alex didn’t move. 


The Fourth Rescue 


As Simber napped on his pedestal for the first time in days, he had a terrible 
dream about crashing into the sea and Alex calling out to him for help. 

“Simber!” 

The cat startled awake, immediately alert. He looked at Florence. She 
stood on her pedestal as usual, but her eyes were closed and she was asleep. 
Perhaps he was imagining things. He sampled the air and leaped down to 
see if there was anything amiss. 

“Simber!” he heard again, and he ran toward the voice, skidding over the 
marble floor to the dining room, where Oscar the blackboard called out to 
him. 

“What is it?” Simber asked. 

“Its Alex. His blackboard, Clive, says Alex is dead on the floor.” 

Simber froze. And then he turned on a dime and raced to the stairs, 
thundering up them in three strides and waking Florence in the process. She 
chased after him, having no idea what was happening. 

Simber skidded to a stop on the balcony. “Can you see this hallway?” he 
asked, pointing to the boys’ hall. 

“No,” she said. 

“Get Samheed from the hospital warrrd and send him up here.” He 
turned and ran down the boys’ hallway, stopping at Alex’s room. 

“Alex,” Simber growled. He listened. “Clive, can you open this doorrr?” 

“No, I’m sorry!” Clive called. 

Simber growled. He looked all around, and then he backed up. “Look 
out,” he called. He took a running start and slammed into the door, his 
shoulders and wings crashing through the walls on either side. Wood 
framing, the door, and chunks of the wall splintered across the room. 

“Helllp!” Clive yelled. “Intruder!” 

“I am the help, you dolt,” Simber said. He found Alex sprawled out on 
his side and nudged him, then pushed him over onto his back as pounding 
footsteps approached from the hallway and then came to an abrupt stop. 

“Ho-lee cats,” whispered Samheed, looking at the mass destruction. “It 
looks like a hurricane hit.” He rushed over to Simber. “What happened? Is 


he okay?” He could hear doors opening up and down the hallway as sleepy 
students peered out to see what had caused the crash. 

“He’s alive. I need you to tell everrrybody to get back inside theirrr 
rooms. Clive, tell theirrr blackboarrrds to call them in too. Say it’s forrr 
safety. Make something up.” 

Clive nodded and disappeared. 

“Are you bringing him downstairs? We’ll need another bed.” 

“No,” Simber said decisively. “The head mage doesn’t ask forrr 
anything, but he cerrrtainly doesn’t need to be on display. I say he gets a 
prrrivate rrroom when he’s sick.” He growled to prove his point. 

“T totally agree,” Samheed said, a little nervous. 

“Help Clive clearrr the hall, and then you and Florrrence go sprrruce up 
Martrcus’s aparrrtment. It’s time Alex lives wherrre he belongs.” 

Samheed paled. The news of Mr. Today’s death was still so fresh. 

Simber noticed his hesitation. “Errr, scrrratch that. Ask Florrrence to do 
that, then you monitorrr the halls. The boy needs some dignity and 
prrrivacy. Nobody needs to see him . . . like this.” 

Samheed nodded, and in a flash he was gone. 

Simber sat on his haunches and used a front paw to cradle Alex’s head 
and shoulders as he scooped the boy into his mouth. He waited a few 
minutes until Samheed returned at a full sprint. 

“All clear,” he said, huffing. 

Simber nodded, unable to speak, and with the utmost gentleness, he 
carried Alex to the head mage’s living quarters. Samheed followed him into 
the mostly secret hallway and stood outside the door, waiting to see if he 
was needed. 

Florence, who had to stoop a little bit inside the apartment, looked up 
from smoothing the comforter. “Fresh linens, good as new.” She leaned 
toward Simber, picked up Alex from his mouth, and laid him down in the 
bed. “Carina’s back,” she said. “Isn’t she a nurse?” 

“She helped out Marrrcus when he had a bad case of the flu thrrree 
yearrrs back,” Simber said. “She can access the hallway. You trrrack herrr 
down. Pll get Octavia.” 

Samheed cleared his throat. 

Florence looked up. “Oh, sorry. You can go to bed, you poor thing. 
Thanks for helping.” 


“Well, actually, what I was going to say was that with all of Alex’s 
yakking and stuff—” 

Simber cringed. He’d heard enough hairball terminology for one day. 

“I mean, the vomiting and all the sweating, he’s probably dehydrated. He 
hadn’t drunk anything since I’ve been with him. Pd start there.” 

“Hmm.” Florence nodded. “I never thought of that.” 

Simber shrugged. “Me neitherrr.” 

Samheed shook his head. “Statues,” he muttered. “I’ll get some water.” 

Florence nodded. “Ill get Carina and Octavia.” 

Simber stayed by Alex’s side, vowing not to leave until the young mage 
woke up. 





While Alex Slept 


Simber remained by Alex’s side, waiting for him to wake up. Alex moaned 
and muttered, shouted and cried in his unconscious state. He fought battles 
with Quill and Warbler over and over, and he fought imaginary battles that 
had never happened, or perhaps that were still to come. Day after day he 
lost Simber to the sea, Mr. Today to the spell, Lani and Sam to the silence, 
and Sky to his stupidity. 

In the days while Alex slept, Gunnar Haluki and Claire Morning felt 
well enough to leave the hospital ward. They began to get some fresh air 
and exercise, and Claire even took Gunnar for a ride in her boat. 

Claire also began teaching again, and in the evenings she and Gunnar 
spent hours and hours in the Museum of Large, combing through Mr. 
Today’s books on healing. Whatever she could find she brought to Carina 
and Henry, and they shared them with the other nurses, and all of them 
spent many long evenings with books sprawled out over a table in the 
dining room. One day Ms. Morning appeared via blackboard, inviting 
residents with science skills who were interested in being on the healing 
team to join her. “It’s about time we improved our skills in this area,” she 
said, her face glowing again and her honey-blond hair shining on 
blackboards everywhere. “We never needed extensive knowledge and 
medical spells before. But ever since the battle with Quill, it has become 
obvious that Artimé is sorely lacking in this department. If you feel 
especially gifted in this area, please find me in the dining room most 
evenings from seven to nine.” 

It was good for her to keep her mind busy after all she’d been through. 
But every now and then she thought about Liam and what life might be like 
if he’d chosen her over his blind allegiance to a broken government. He was 
on the verge of coming around; she could feel it those last days in Gunnar’s 
house. Maybe Liam had a heart in there somewhere. But that he’d been 
willing to tie her up and keep her in a closet—that was something she’d 
never be able to forgive. People who care about each other don’t hurt each 
other or make each other feel small. Period. End of sentence. It was obvious 
that Liam’s problem was much bigger than just feeling like he had to obey a 


high priest who was doing terrible things. He wasn’t the man she’d always 
hoped he’d be. And that was sad. 

She sighed and dove into her work, trying desperately, among other 
things, to find something that would help poor Alex. 


Henry’s magical stitches were an extraordinary creation. Lani was soon able 
to hobble around and her slashed thigh was healing quickly. She moved 
back to her room upstairs too, leaving the hospital wing empty again, but no 
one knew how to make it disappear again except Alex, so it remained. 

One day Ms. Octavia removed the hospital wing’s wooden doors and 
created new ones made of stained glass, designing a beautiful portrait of 
Mr. Today on the lawn in all his brightly colored glory. Below she etched a 
tribute: In loving memory of the heart and soul of Artimé, Marcus Today. 
By the end of the first day, more than a hundred tokens of love had been 
placed in front of the portrait from all imaginable sorts of residents. Piles of 
acorns, potted flowers, seashells, as well as dozens of poems, stories, 
drawings, songs, scripts, and crafts. 

Meghan stood for a long while staring at the new picture. And then she 
pulled from her pocket a tiny music box and set it on the floor at the mage’s 
feet. 

In the days while Alex slept, Meghan spent extra time in the music room 
retraining her voice. One day she invited Sky to join her, thinking Sky had 
the most beautiful, husky, soulful voice she’d ever heard in someone near 
her own age. But while Sky appreciated the offer and agreed to sit in the 
room and listen to Meghan, Sky didn’t want to sing. “I’m not creative like 
you,” she said, her face growing warm. 

Meghan turned away from her music stand to look at the girl. “Of course 
you are!” 

“I don’t sing or draw or act or play an instrument. I can’t make things.” 

Meghan tilted her head. “That’s not what ‘creative’ means, you know,” 
she said kindly. “Creativity is in everything. Even the people of Quill are 
creative, but they’d be horrified to be called that.” 

“They are? But I thought they got rid of you guys because of that.” 

Meghan tapped her lips with her forefinger. “You know, I’ve been 
thinking a lot about that. Mr. Today once said that Justine was afraid of 
people who might not follow directions blindly. And someone, somewhere 
along the way—Justine, probably—decided that the kind of people who got 


caught being creative were bad. The ones who hid it didn’t get sent to their 
deaths. And it’s so sophomoric,” she mused, trying out a new word she’d 
learned as her thoughts came together. “Because she valued the people who 
could write, but she didn’t want very many of them because they would be 
a threat to her. And when you think about the Quillitary—those people 
make armor and work on their vehicles and plan attacks, and that’s all 
creative, but it’s the kind of creative that furthers the goals of Quill.” She 
ended on a triumphant note, excited to have made this connection. “Like 
Aaron—he’s very creative. He figured out that whole Favored Farm thing— 
remember where we stole food from when Artimé was gone?” 

Sky nodded. 

“He designed that. But see, his creativity helps advance the goals of 
Quill. And ours doesn’t. That’s the difference.” 

“So Alex’s brother doesn’t think he’s creative?” 

“He doesn’t want to be, because Quill turned ‘creative’ into a bad word. 
And it’s not a bad word.” Meghan shook her head. “What a way to mess 
with our minds. It’s amazing we don’t all need a psychiatrist.” 

“What’s that?” 

Meghan laughed. “Oh, I don’t know. There was a psychiatrist in one of 
Mr. Appleblossom’s plays, but we don’t have them here. He said it’s a brain 
doctor who asks weird questions about your mother or something.” 

Sky sucked in a breath. 

Meghan clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh, Sky, your mother,” she said. 
“Pm sorry.” She didn’t know what else to say. She remembered Alex’s 
promise to rescue the woman, but now, with him so ill, she wasn’t sure 
what would happen. 

“It’s okay,” Sky whispered. “But, um, I need to go. I think I have... 
something ... ” She hurried out of the room, Meghan following after her 
for a moment, then stopping and pounding a fist against her forehead. 

Sky ran to the shore, where she could be alone. She sat down near the 
water’s edge and stretched out her legs so the surf could rush up under her 
heels and help them sink into the sand, anchoring her there. 

She looked to the west, where Warbler stood, and then beyond it, 
straining her eyes for Pirate Island and finding it in the distance, marked by 
the spray that crashed against the side of what they now knew was a 
volcano. Her mother’s face danced before her and she felt a numbness creep 


over her body as she tried to forget about her mother being pulled away by 
that pirate, like he was threatening her, hurting her. 

And even though her mother had insisted that there was no way to rescue 
her, Sky couldn’t help but think there had to be something she could do. It 
was more than a wish. It was her duty. And time—too much time—was 
slipping by without any word from Alex about going back there. Soon, Sky 
knew, she’d have to do something. But something kept her waiting for 
Alex . . . wherever he was. 

In the water in front of her the pirate ship floated, and she wondered 
what would happen if an entire ship full of people got sucked into the 
volcanic drain. Would they drown? Would the ship stay afloat and come 
back out again once the volcano had been filled? Or would the ship get 
pulled into a different place, where the pirates could collect the goods and 
people from it? She remembered how elaborate the reverse aquarium had 
been. A full garden meant they had to get seeds and dirt from somewhere. 
And the play area for the children—how could they have built that without 
supplies? There must be a way in and out. After all, her mother ended up in 
there somehow, and so did all the other pirates and people. 

Sky lifted her face to the sun and wondered if Alex really meant it that 
he’d help her go back to save her mother. He’d obviously been avoiding her 
ever since they’d returned—and maybe that was why. She hadn’t seen him 
anywhere. Granted, she’d heard he was pretty bruised still, but it had been 
days and days since they returned. And he wasn’t in the hospital ward, so he 
must not be too badly hurt. 

She drew a heart in the sand with her finger, and then quickly wiped it 
away. Alex had made it clear he wasn’t interested in her like that. Even 
though she was certain he’d enjoyed the kiss... . 

But it wasn’t meant to be. After a moment, she got to her feet and looked 
around the beautiful grounds, her eyes stopping at the jungle with its trees 
and vines everywhere. With grim smile, she set out for it. 


In Quill, while Alex slept, Aaron demanded the wall be put back up again. 
But when it was back up, all Aaron could do was think about how he 
couldn’t see anything, and what if someone were sneaking up on them right 
now? 

He lasted a day with the wall in place again before he demanded it be 
taken down once more, this time making it a window up off the ground, 


rather than a door, so that anyone coming up the hill from the outside would 
have trouble trying to get in through it without help. 

Aaron assigned two guards to stand in front of it at all times, peering out, 
and then he fired them, not trusting anyone to watch for things as 
competently as Aaron could do himself. 

And so it was that Aaron became quite decidedly obsessed with being 
attacked by outsiders, so much so that he spent many sleepless nights 
crawling up into the window and watching for enemies. 





The Eighth Day 


In the dark of the night on the sixth day after their return to Artimé, Alex 
opened his eyes for a little less than a minute. He stared at the ceiling, 
unable to focus. And then he closed his eyes again. 

Over the course of the seventh day, he opened his eyes a few more times, 
but it was too hard to keep them open. 


When light beckoned from the other side of his lids on the eighth day, 
Alex’s body finally decided it was ready to emerge from its cocoon. His 
eyelids fluttered and then opened. He squinted, having no idea where he 
was or why there was so much sunlight in his room when he didn’t 
remember having a window. Slowly he turned his head to look around. 

It seemed like his room, anyway—all his things were there. But it was so 
much bigger than his room, which was extremely puzzling. “Where am I?” 
he croaked. His throat was dry. 

There was a noise beside him, and soon Simber’s body and face rose 
before him. “Hey, Sim,” he said. And then he frowned. “How’d you get in 
here?” 

“Alex,” Simber said. The cat peered at him. His nostrils flared, and then 
he smiled. “Welcome back. You’rrre in your new rrroom now.” 

Alex blinked. “What?” He took a breath, feeling muted pain, and 
everything flooded back to him. “What time is it? I didn’t mean to sleep so 
late—I have a ton of stuff to do.” He tried to ease up to a sitting position but 
gave up after a few seconds, totally spent. 

Simber told him everything that had happened, how Clive had called for 
help, how Simber had slammed through the door and walls and destroyed 
Alex’s room, how he’d found Alex collapsed on the floor. And how they’d 
brought Alex here, to the mage’s living quarters, and made it his own. 

“From what Clairrre can tell, you brrruised severrral rrribs and 
prrrobably frrractured some too. How does it feel to brrreathe?” 

“Tt hurts if I take a deep breath, but not as bad as it did. How long have I 
been here? Did I sleep a whole day and another night?” he asked, 
incredulous. “I’ve never slept that long in my life.” 


“Today is the eighth day since we came back frrrom Warrrblerrr,” 
Simber said. 

Alex’s eyes opened wide. “Whoa,” he said. And then a cloud passed 
over his face and he tried once more to sit up. “Oh no,” he said. “I have so 
much—” 

“Rrrelax, Alex,’ Simber said. He pressed a cold paw gently on Alex’s 
chest. “You have to get well firrrst. Everrrything is fine herrre. We’rrre all 
pitching in. Clairrre and Gunnarrr arrre back to normal, Lani is too. 
Arrrtimé is once again a well-oiled machine.” 

Alex sank back into his pillows. “So Lani—” 

“Fine.” 

“Meghan?” 

“Fine.” 

“Carina?” 

“Fine. They’rrre all fine.” 

“Even—” He blushed. “Never mind.” 

“She’s fine too.” 

Alex put his hands over his eyes and tried to hide his dumb grin. “Ack,” 
he said. “The cat knows all. The cat knows all. When are you going to get 
that through your thick skull, Stowe?” He shook his head slowly, furious 
with himself for being so obvious. “Stop looking at me.” 

Simber snorted. 

Alex peeked out around the side of his hand. Simber was looking 
pointedly at the wall where Clive hung, though the blackboard’s face had 
yet to make an appearance. Simber chuckled to himself. 

Alex’s blush faded and he hastily changed the subject. “Where are all of 
Mr. Today’s things?” 

“Packed in a giant chest in the Museum of Larrrge. It’s all therrre for you 
wheneverrr you want to go thrrrough it. Oh—except forrr this.” He turned 
his head suddenly and padded to the side of the enormous room. “We found 
it on the drrressing table. It has yourrr name on it.” 

Simber brought him a book, setting it on the bed. “It looks like he meant 
to give it to you beforrre he planned to leave on his holiday.” 

Alex picked it up. The corners of his mouth rose a fraction as he read his 
name in Mr. Today’s handwriting. He removed the note and looked at the 
book, reading the title: The Triad: Live, Hide, Restore. His mouth dropped 
open. He paged to the third section and read a few sentences. 


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. He looked up. “Is this a joke?” 

Simber shook his head. “Why?” 

“The restore spell. It’s right here.” He quoted, “Wearing a robe, stand on 
the back stoop of the gray shack (near the gate). Say the words ‘Imagine, 
Believe ... ’” Alex snapped the book shut and let his head fall back on the 
pillow, not even sure how he was feeling. “Seriously,” he muttered, staring 
dumbfounded at the ceiling. “Seriously, Mr. Today? You couldn’t have 
handed this to me an hour earlier?” 

Simber ducked his head. 

“Tt’s not funny,” Alex warned. “There is nothing funny about this.” 

Simber lowered his head farther, his neck shaking. 

“Don’t even,” Alex said, disgusted. He threw the book at the wall, which 
didn’t quite have the velocity to hit it, seeing as how Alex was so 
pathetically weak. It flopped to the floor. Alex stared at it, shaking his head. 
And then he pressed his lips together to keep them from twitching. “You are 
a bad,” he said with a little hiccup, “bad cat.” He tried to breathe slowly, but 
soon he was trembling. “Ow,” he said between laughs. “Ow. Seriously. 
You’re killing me, man.” He snickered and winced. 

Simber was laughing so hard the bed shook. 

When at last the shaking stopped, Alex was sore and exhausted. But 
there was also something huge missing from his life. 

“So,” he said, “you got any food in this fancy place?” 


Within a few days Alex was walking around his room with a cane that 
Henry and Crow had carved for him and sent along with Simber. Those 
who could access the secret hallway to visit did so, updating him on 
everything that was going on and bringing him more and more flowers and 
gifts as the days passed and word got out that he’d been badly injured and 
had been recovering all this time. But he never heard from Sky. 

He began to puzzle over Sky and Crow’s mother’s rescue, knowing that 
it would be very difficult. Late in the evenings he would scratch out notes 
and sketches, ideas of how to do it, but he found flaw after flaw in all of 
them. But each scrapped plan made him more determined to find the perfect 
way to succeed. On one visit by Ms. Octavia, he questioned her quite 
thoroughly about everything he could think of regarding the sea, and came 
away with even more thoughts that churned inside his head, trying to turn 


into real ideas. The only thing he needed was time for his subconscious to 
sort them all out. 

When he was able, Alex began to walk and move around as much as he 
could in the secret hallway, gaining his strength back, calling on his 
muscles to work and grow again. 

Samheed came by every now and then. He wore a pained expression 
whenever Alex asked about Lani, but Samheed never admitted they were 
always together, and Alex pretended not to know, though from the big 
picture window he’d seen them wandering the grounds holding hands. As 
boring as things were hanging around his room all day, it gave Alex a bit of 
perverse pleasure to see Samheed feeling uncomfortable about it. 

Alex had accepted it by now, and he wasn’t sad. He and Lani had always 
felt more like friends anyway, and he thought it would be pretty easy to just 
be that again. 

Whenever he thought about Sky, though, his chest ached. It was like her 
heart was inside him, pressing against his cracked ribs. It was probably 
good that he hadn’t seen her in a while, though he longed to. Better to get 
her out of his head. But when he closed his eyes at night, he could feel her 
cool, spongy lips pressing against his, and his stomach flopped inside him. 

“You have to stop,” he said one day, covering his face with his hands. 
There was no place for romance when one was the head mage. Was there? 

“You know,” Simber remarked on one occasion as they played a hand of 
cards, “Marrrcus was alone because he was still marrried to his wife— 
Clairrre’s mother. He always hoped she’d come live herrre. He trrried to 
convince her many times, but she rrrefused. Still, he waited, just in case, 
because he loved her.” 

Alex flushed. He didn’t know what to say. But the words slipped in, 
creating a sliver of hope. “She never came?” 

“No.” 

“Is she still living in Quill?” Alex sat up, curious. 

“No. She was sent to the Ancients Sector a few years ago.” 

It seemed there was a lot about Mr. Today that Alex didn’t know. But 
he’d learned something new. And maybe, one day, there was hope. 

Sadly, he’d ruined things with Sky by now. He hadn’t even sent her a 
message or anything all this time, even though he knew she was dealing 
with her mother’s situation. He hadn’t even asked how she was doing. And 


it was too late now—it would look like an afterthought. Better to talk to her 
in person once he was back to normal. 

But still, every day, he walked to the window at the end of the not very 
secret hallway and looked out, wondering if he’d see her. 

One day, finally, he did. She was coming from the jungle, walking 
toward the shore, doing her very best to balance a freshly made raft on her 
back. 

Alex’s cane clattered to the ground. 


A Fight 


Alex moved toward the balcony as fast as his feet would carry him, which 
wasn’t very fast at all. He grabbed the railing and leaned on it as he 
maneuvered down the steps, trying not to jolt his body any more than he 
had to. But he had to reach her in time. 

Simber and Florence looked on in surprise at the sight of him dodging 
other students and residents like a decrepit grandfather on ice skates. They 
peppered him with questions as he reached the bottom and sped for the 
door, but Alex ignored them, whipping the door open and stepping outside 
for the first time in weeks. 

He shielded his eyes from the sun and scanned the shore, spotting her. 

“Sky!” he cried. He hastened toward her as she dropped the raft in the 
water, pushing it deeper. She placed a small satchel on top of the raft and 
climbed on. 

“Sky!” he yelled again, and this time she turned her head. Her eyes 
widened in alarm. 

Alex stopped at the edge of the water and stared at her. She held his gaze 
as the raft drifted in front of him, heading west. Where was she going? Alex 
didn’t know what to say, what to do. Everything inside him crumbled. 

She was leaving Artimé. 

She was leaving him. 

And what was he supposed to do? Watch her go? 

The only part of her that moved was her head, turning slowly to hold his 
gaze as she drifted farther away. The water reflected sunlight that 
shimmered on her skin, her face, in all its stillness. She was a statue of a girl 
on a raft, breaking a boy’s heart after he broke hers. 

Waves of emotion surged through Alex. She had to come back! He saw 
her, she saw him, and now she should come back. 

But she didn’t. Her raft rolled and dipped over a wave and she drifted 
farther out to sea. Finally she made a fist, tapped her chest, and held her 
hand out to Alex. And then she turned around, lying on her stomach at the 
corner of the raft and using her arms to paddle. 


“Stop!” Alex yelled. “Don’t leave!” He couldn’t see her expression 
anymore. “Please!” he shouted. But she didn’t react. 

Alex couldn’t stand it. She was going away. She didn’t even say good- 
bye. And she wouldn’t be coming back—she’d never make it. He couldn’t 
hesitate any longer. “Sky!” he yelled one last time. And then, despite his 
pain, despite his weakness, he kicked off his shoes and started running 
recklessly into the waves. When the water reached his chest he dove in, 
swimming like his life depended on it. 

Onshore, he didn’t know a crowd had gathered until they began 
cheering. Simber and Florence had followed him outside, and now Simber 
growled and stood up, ready to chase after Alex and pull him from the 
water. 

Florence held him back. “Don’t,” she said. “Not just yet.” 

“He’ll drrrown. We can’t rrrisk it again.” 

“He won’t drown.” Florence didn’t take her eyes off the boy. “Watch. 
She’s looking back.” 

More and more people gathered to see what was happening, and when 
they found out, they began cheering Alex on too. After a minute, a chant 
started. “Sky, come back! Sky, come back!” 

Sky stopped paddling and sat up. She stared at the crowd, and then she 
stared at Alex and started yelling at him. “What in the world are you doing? 
Are you insane? Go back!” 

Alex couldn’t answer. It was all he could do to breathe and focus on not 
drowning. He plowed forward, telling himself to let the pain roll off him. 

She stared, dumbfounded. “Alex, I mean it. Go home! I have to leave. I 
have to save my mother. I’m sorry, but I can’t just let her stay there.” 

Alex was gaining on the raft, and now he heard the cheering behind him, 
but he couldn’t afford to look back. “What—about—Crow?” he sputtered 
through each knife-stabbing breath, barely getting the words out. “You said 
—you’d never—leave him.” 

“He’ll be safe with you. I know that. I can’t take him with me. I can’t 
risk his life again, now that he’s finally happy!” 

Alex had to slow down to catch his breath. He flipped over onto his back 
and began kicking, his chest heaving, his breath coming out in gasps of air 
and pain. When he could speak, he said, “I can’t let you risk yours.” 

“You big jerk!” she cried. “Why are you doing this to me?” 


With an enormous effort, Alex flipped back onto his stomach and pushed 
himself forward with all he had left. “Why—are you—letting me—” He 
took one more gasp of air. “Drown?” he said. He fell underwater and was 
forced to flip to his back again. He managed a cheeky smile as he lunged 
through the water and reached for the corner of the raft. 

The crowd on the shore cheered. 

“Get off!” 

Alex obeyed. He sank under the water. 

The crowd gasped. 

“Very funny,” she said. But her voice didn’t sound as confident as 
before. 

Alex swam under the raft and popped up on the other side, and when 
Sky leaned over to see where he’d gone, he pushed up and yelled. “Bah!” 

She screamed in terror and grabbed on to the edge, but the momentum 
was there and she fell into the water. The bag she carried plopped in after 
her. 

That’s about when Alex remembered that people from Warbler don’t 
know how to swim. 





A Promise 


She came back above the water sputtering and coughing. “Help!” she 
yelled, real fear in her voice as the raft drifted out of her reach. She was 
flailing so much she was dousing herself. 

Alex dove back under the raft in an instant and grabbed her around the 
waist, pushing her up above the surface and holding her there even as she 
grabbed two fistfuls of his hair and yanked. 

The crowd cheered. 

“I hate you,” she sputtered. 

“T hate you too,” he said. He watched her chest heave with panic, felt her 
stomach muscles clench against his chest. He directed their bodies 
sideways, reaching out a long arm to catch the raft again. “Here, grab on. 
I’m sorry. I forgot you can’t swim.” 

“You’re awful.” 

“I know.” 

She gripped his hair and looked him in the eye, her lips a white line. “I 
need to get her out of there,” she said. 

Alex looked up at her face, treading water and slowly, almost 
unnoticeably, pulling the raft toward home. “Don’t you think you should 
learn how to swim first?” 

She glared at him. 

“I could find someone to teach you,” he offered. “I am the leader of 
Artimé, you know.” 

“You are insufferable.” 

“Only around you.” 

“How would you know?” she spat back at him. “You never are.” She 
clenched her legs around his back and squeezed. 

He grimaced and his hand slipped from the raft. Her weight on him 
forced him underwater, where he screamed out in pain. He pushed his hands 
upward and lunged for the raft once again, grabbing it with the tips of his 
fingers. He blew out a wet, staggered breath and readjusted his grip on her. 
His lungs burned. 


She looked away. “I’m—I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know you were 
still hurt. All this time I thought you were a jerk instead of merely 
inconsiderate.” She let go of his hair and reached out for the raft, just barely 
grasping it, and pulled it closer, pushing herself up on her elbow to help. 
“Pl climb back on here—” 

“No,” he said. “Stay here in the water. Please. I’m sorry—you’re right. I 
was a jerk.” 

She looked into his eyes, so brown and earnest. “You’re just being like 
this to get me to come back with you,” she said, setting her jaw. 

Alex tilted his head, about to protest, but then he changed his mind. 
“You know what?” he asked. “So what if I am? I’m not afraid to say that I 
care about you and I don’t want you to die, and yes, I want you to come 
back to Artimé with me. So I’m not just ‘being like’ anything but me. But 
the truth right here, just you and me and no hiding on top of roofs or in 
pirate ship stairwells, and no giant cat hovering overhead—the truth, Sky, is 
that I think about you all the time. And when I’m not with you I miss you, 
and I feel like we have this, I don’t know, connection or whatever, and 
maybe that’s because of all we went through restoring Artimé. But I don’t 
know, you know? You’re the one I broke down in front of that first night on 
the roof, and I hardly even knew you. You’re the one I went to when I 
needed somebody smart to help me solve things.” 

He was out of breath. He winced and pulled himself up, lurching to get a 
new grip on the raft. “The problem is, I just don’t know what to do. Because 
there will be a lot of times where I’m plastered with all the messes this 
magical world makes. And I guess that’s a lot—I don’t know. All I have is 
what I’ve experienced so far, and this job about killed me. So I don’t 
know . . . exactly what, or how much, I’d have left... over... for 
someone.” 

He swallowed hard, and his foot brushed the sandy bottom. “But the one 
thing I do know, and I’m not just saying this to get you to come home, is 
that I told you on the ship that I would help you get your mother out of 
there. And I meant it. I meant it then, and I mean it now. And I’m sorry it 
has taken me so long to get healthy, and I’m fifty times sorrier I didn’t let 
you know I was thinking about it . . . and you. But if we do this Pirate 
Island rescue, we need to do it right. And there’s no way I’m going to break 
into an underwater pirate island with a team of people who can’t swim, 
because that would be stupid, and we are not stupid.” 


Sky was quiet. And then she gently draped her arms around his neck and 
hugged him. 

He closed his eyes, digging his foot into the sandy floor of the sea. 

When he turned to see just how many witnesses he’d had to his latest 
spectacle, the beach was strangely empty. 

“You can touch the bottom here,” Alex said, loosening his grip so she 
could slide down to her feet. “Come home with me?” 

Sky nodded. 

“Stay until we’re ready to crush the pirates and live to tell about it?” 

“Okay,” she said. 

He cast a sidelong glance at her as they slugged through the shallow 
waves in their wet clothes. “Promise?” 

She grabbed his forearm and almost tripped over her own feet. 
“Promise,” she said, laughing. 

Alex caught her and laughed. “Ow. You’re seriously killing me now.” 





Back to Normal 


Alex’s ribs slowly knit back together over the next months, and Artimé 
resumed its normal routine. Alex began wearing one of Mr. Today’s robes 
all the time, knowing that if the world disappeared and he didn’t have one, 
they’d be in another mess. After tripping a few times on the long hem, Sky 
took the robes and tailored them to fit him. 

All the various classes, Beginning and Advanced Magical Warrior 
Training, and picnics on the lawn began again. 

And so did Alex’s plan for Pirate Island. With Artimé situated on the sea, 
most Unwanteds learned how to swim whenever they felt like going into 
the water—there was always somebody older willing to teach a new 
Unwanted how to hold his breath underwater and how to move through it 
safely using arm strokes and leg kicks. But now Alex asked Ms. Octavia, in 
addition to her art classes, to begin teaching an extensive swimming course 
for those who wanted to volunteer to help rescue Sky and Crow’s mother. 
Dozens of people signed up. After the initial lessons, when some naturally 
dropped out upon realizing they were not suited for this quest, and only the 
strongest swimmers plus Sky and Crow remained, Ms. Octavia began to 
share the secrets of sea breathing with the determined ones who remained. 

She began to teach them little tricks and helps that would allow them to 
eventually hold their breath for an extraordinarily long time by utilizing the 
oxygen that was stored in their blood, not just in their lungs. 

It was the most strenuous, exhausting exercise Alex and the others had 
ever tried, and the progress was slow. But it was necessary if they were 
going to succeed. 

In the evenings, when Alex wasn’t spending time in the lounge with 
Lani, Sam, Meghan, and Sky; strategizing about Pirate Island; or training 
his lungs and muscles for the rescue, he went to the Museum of Large to 
clean up the mess of whale bones in there. Claire, Gunnar, and Octavia all 
offered to help, but he declined. It was something very soothing for Alex— 
an enjoyable, creative task he could do alone. It gave him the opportunity to 
decompress from his day and think up new ideas for Artimé. Now he 
understood exactly why Mr. Today had spent so much time fixing up the 


pirate ship. It was a relief to realize that not every day as mage of Artimé 
would require him to work at a breakneck pace. 

Alex placed each whale bone carefully into its socket, sometimes 
looking for hours to find the exact piece he needed next. It was a glorious 
puzzle with hundreds of pieces, and it took him months to finish it. 

And when he finally did, he was sad to leave the whale, so he began to 
sculpt muscles and tendons and tissues over the bones out of materials he 
found in the sea during their sea breathing lessons. It was his own secret 
project, and it was amazing to watch the whale take shape as he layered it. 
One day maybe he’d try to give it a mosaic exterior like Jim’s. 


Claire Morning, Henry Haluki, and Carina Holiday became the lead 
researchers and chemists, experimenting with all kinds of serums made 
from plants they found in the jungle. Henry practiced his magical stitches 
on various fruits and vegetables that he found in the giant kitchen pantry, 
and Carina began to work hard on a concoction that would ease pain—and 
not cause a person to vomit incessantly. Sean became a willing volunteer 
for Carina, who administered the medicine whenever she thought she’d 
improved on it. They had varied results, including one rather explosive 
multicolored vomit rainbow that the team oohed and aahed over, and even 
Sean was impressed once it stopped. He decided to keep a vial of that 
version in case he ever needed it for a practical joke. 


The interest in spell making began to bloom after Artiméans saw the 
success of the spells Alex, Meghan, Samheed, and Lani had created. After a 
while, Florence had to limit the number of presentations to one per week, 
per student. And then, after numerous crazy spells were presented that 
seemed unlikely to assist Artimé in battle, Florence had to establish a 
committee of students who would decide if a spell was useful, like the 
jabbing violin bow spell, or unnecessarily dangerous like the guillotine 
spell, or merely frivolous and fun, like the pink hair spell. There were 
definitely a few students who were gifted in this area of spell creation, 
while most of the others found it to be a passing craze and soon went on to 
find something different that they could be fabulous at. 


Quill’s national holiday, the day of the Purge, came again. A new crop of 
Unwanted thirteen-year-olds arrived at Artimé’s gates. Alex, the girrinos, 
and all the other Unwanteds welcomed them. And for the first time, but 
certainly not the last, Alex declared that Artimé would hold a masquerade 
ball the following week to celebrate. 

All the seasoned Unwanteds spent the day of the masquerade in 
preparation, some opting to create magical masks that would change color 
and shape depending on the mood of the owner, and others choosing to 
fashion more elaborate, less flashy masks to be worn in a traditional 
manner. Mr. Appleblossom, of course, was the coordinator and producer of 
the event, and he was having a most delightful time planning the gala, 
which would be complete with musical numbers by his students—and of 
course, the lounge band. 

The mood and timbre of Artimé was as high and rich as it had ever been, 
and the Unwanteds looked forward to a most amazing evening indeed. 


Masquerade 


Alex opted for a simple pirate eye patch as his mask, which wouldn’t clash 
with his brightly colored robe. He sat at his dressing table combing his hair 
and trimming the ends of it with a magical finger scissors he created on the 
spot for such an occasion. He wanted his hair to look nice and fresh, as it 
had grown into long waves by now. 

He shaved the soft dark fuzz above his upper lip because he thought it 
made his skin look like it was smudged with dirt, and then he checked his 
chin and found a few stiffer black hairs there to shave as well, which 
seemed like quite an accomplishment. “I wonder if I should keep these 
whiskers and give them to Simber in case he ever learns how to use a seek 
spell,” he mused, straightening his tie and jacket underneath the robe. “It 
seems I grew them my very own self. Very creative of you, Stowe.” He 
grinned to himself in the mirror and patted his pocket, where Simber’s stone 
dewclaw remained. He was in a chipper mood tonight. 

He had the benefit of spying on his side. He could look out the giant 
window at the end of the hall to watch the decorations go up, and when the 
time came to meet Sky on the balcony, he had the good fortune to be able to 
see her standing there without her seeing him until he emerged. 

She stood in front of the secret hallway, one hand resting on the banister. 
She wore a burnt-orange gown covered in multicolored sequins. Attached to 
a stick in her other hand was her mask—a butterfly shape with plumes of 
orange and purple feathers. She looked in the direction of the staircase, not 
smiling or frowning, just gazing at the flurry of students as she waited for 
Alex. Her hair looked glossy and smoother than usual, somehow enhancing 
both the dark under layer of her hair and the bright natural highlights that 
had grown even more distinct after so much swimming and training. It 
jetted down to rest below her collarbone. 

Alex liked that Sky didn’t try to cover up her scars around her neck, and 
he admired her profile for a moment in secret. He watched her face light up 
as Samheed and Lani joined her at the railing. 

“You look stunning,” Lani said. “What a great idea to match your eyes to 
your dress. I wish I’d thought of that.” 


Samheed rested his hand on Lani’s shoulder and glanced down the secret 
hallway, startling only slightly when he saw Alex standing there. Sam 
grinned and Alex grinned back. “Busted,” he mouthed. Samheed nodded 
and turned his attention back to the girls as Alex came bustling out of the 
hallway, pretending to straighten his robe, as if he hadn’t been there all the 
time. 

“Fabulous. Gorgeous. Divine,” Alex said, mimicking a voice that Mr. 
Appleblossom often used when playing the part of a wealthy nobleman. His 
eyes lingered on Sky. “You look amazing,” he said. 

She grinned. “You look... like . . . some weird, psychedelic pirate. A 
cute one,” she added. 

“Then my costume is a success,” Alex said grandly. 

They fell into step together, picking up Meghan as she exited the girls’ 
hallway. Alex linked his other arm with hers, and the five descended the 
steps in elegant fashion. By the door, Florence wore a cheetah mask and 
Simber wore a simple black warrior-looking mask. 

“Who do you suppose they are?” Meghan asked. 

“Wow, I just can’t tell,” said Lani. 

Florence opened the door for them and they swept out onto the lawn, 
which was glowing with light and color. Ms. Morning played in the band 
with the fox (and the kitten, who played a tiny triangle), and there was an 
enormous spread of food and drinks. 

The five mingled together and apart, laughing and chatting with people 
they hadn’t had a chance to chat with in a while, and everyone made a point 
to be kind to the newest batch of Unwanteds, who wore looks ranging from 
shock to pure fright on their faces. 

Alex said a few words of welcome to everyone but kept it short, which is 
what Meghan told him to do. After that the party continued late into the 
evening with dancing, everyone changing partners and having a blast. 


And so it happened that when an enormous boom echoed in the sky, only 
those on the outskirts of the party and the very best music students could 
distinguish the fracturing noise from the kettledrum in the song the band 
was playing. But when flashes of fire lit up the air, it was hard to miss. 

The music stopped immediately as a gasp rose up from the crowd. 

“What was that?” Meghan asked. She grabbed Alex and Sky and they 
ran to the shore, straining their eyes to see in the darkness. There, amid a 


cloud of smoke, they saw a large piece of something falling from the sky. It 
whistled as it fell, and hit the water with a smack that rang out. Soon there 
was the raining sound of the splash coming back down before all was quiet 
again. 

Half the Unwanteds ran into the mansion in fear, and the other half lined 
the shore as Alex ran to Simber to see if he could see or smell anything. 

“Whateverrr it is, it’s floating on the waterrr,” Simber said, eyes 
narrowed. “It’s big. And I smell . . . something.” 

“What do you smell?” Alex said, craning his neck uselessly, for it was 
too dark to see anything. 

“Its...” The cheetah sampled the air once more as if he wanted to be 
sure. “It’s death.” He rose up on his haunches. 

Alex glanced at Sky. “I need to take a look,” he said, an apology in his 
eyes. 

Simber glanced at them. “May as well have two of you.” 

Alex looked at Sky, and then at himself. “We might have to go in,” he 
said. “Sim, we’re going to do a quick change of clothes and grab some 
lights, and we’ll be back in a flash. Less than a minute. Right, Sky?” 

Sky nodded, excited, and the two of them raced into the mansion, Sky 
pulling her dress up a little so she could take the steps two at a time. “Unzip 
me!” she cried. 

Alex fumbled with her zipper and yanked it down her back while 
running. “Meet back on the balcony!” he shouted, and they split at the top 
of the stairs and went down their respective hallways, stripping the formal 
clothes off as they flew into their rooms. Alex tossed his robe, jacket, tie, 
and mask on the bed, kicked his shoes at the wall, and slid into his normal 
day clothing. He fumbled with his sandals for several agonizing seconds, 
and then decided just to go barefoot. He whirled the robe over his shoulders 
once again, patting the inner pockets to make sure they were full, shuffled 
around trying find a component that would shed light, and then raced to his 
door and flung it open. 

What he saw on the other side of the door stopped him cold. 


A Visitor 


What—how the—” Alex exploded. “How did you get in here?” 

Without a second thought, the High Priest Aaron Stowe threw a punch, 
hitting his brother square in the jaw. Alex reeled back into his room and 
caught himself on the bed, then scrambled back and charged at Aaron, 
slamming into him and knocking him flat in the hallway. 

The two scrabbled on the floor until Alex gained the upper hand, thanks 
to his recent strenuous workouts, and pinned Aaron to the floor. 

“What the world is wrong with you?” Alex shouted, breathing hard. 

Aaron, who looked like he was in a state of shock, whimpered, “Don’t 
hit me.” 

Alex stared at his brother through narrowed eyes. “Why not? I should 
kill you.” 

“I didn’t mean to punch you,” Aaron said, regaining his composure. “It 
was a reaction. You practically exploded out of there. I wasn’t expecting it.” 

Alex’s mouth hung open. “Why don’t you tell me just what you were 
expecting?” 

Aaron struggled. “Will you let me up?” 

“No!” 

“All right,” Aaron said, his voice straining to remain calm. 

“How did you get in here? Don’t make me ask you again,” Alex wamed. 
“T could kill you approximately a hundred and fifty times with a flick of my 
finger if I wanted to.” It was a lie, but it was a good one. 

Aaron tried to melt into the floor. His breathing grew ragged. “I came 
through that glass thing. From Haluki’s house.” 

Alex’s expression didn’t change, but inside he was kicking himself. He’d 
meant to do something about that after he rescued Ms. Morning, knowing 
that the guards had probably figured out what the tube did. But there had 
been so much happening back then that it had slipped to the bottom of his 
list of things to do. And after his injury, the entire list had all but 
disappeared. 

“Well, what do you want? Last time I tried to get you to come in here, 
you didn’t want to have anything to do with it. So get out. Here, PIL help 


you.” He let Aaron up, not letting go of his brother’s shirt, and shoved him 
toward the kitchenette’s tube. 

Aaron stumbled, throwing his arms out to catch himself. “Alex, I came 
here because I saw something, and this was the quickest way. There was an 
explosion in the sky over in this direction, and I . . . I just know it’s got to 
be one of the enemies attacking us.” His face was rather pale. 

Alex was starting to believe Aaron really was scared, and he wasn’t sure 
what to make of it. He glanced down the hallway to the balcony, where Sky 
paced anxiously. “How could you see anything at all from Quill? Oh, wait,” 
Alex said, remembering something he’d seen when he was slung over the 
pirate ship railing on the way home from Warbler. “You made a hole in your 
wall, didn’t you?” 

Aaron’s eyes widened. “Yes. How did you know?” 

Alex nodded secretively. “I have my ways.” It felt good to have the 
upper hand for once. He glanced at Sky again. He hesitated, debating about 
what he should do with Aaron. If he forced him back into the tube, Aaron 
could just come again later, and he could wreak a lot of havoc in Alex’s 
new office, which didn’t have a lock on the door. Plus there were the 
monitors. .. . He let a frustrated sigh escape, and then in a flash he shackled 
Aaron’s wrists with a spell and grabbed his arm. “Fine,” he said. “Sit here 
in the hallway until I come back. Pll destroy that tube later.” He reached for 
the door to his private quarters and pulled it closed, putting its magical lock 
in place, and then he went down to the office door, closed it, and pretended 
to lock it so Aaron wouldn’t even try to get in. 

Aaron, who had followed Alex’s gaze the second time he’d looked down 
the hallway, barely resisted the shackles and couldn’t turn his head away. 
He frowned. “Who is that?” he said in a quiet voice. 

Alex glanced at Aaron and turned to see what he was staring at. All he 
could see was Sky, and he wondered if there was some picture or artwork 
on this side of the opening like there was a mirror on the other side, though 
he didn’t know why there should be. He narrowed his eyes. “What do you 
mean?” 

Aaron’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “That girl,” he said. “On the balcony.” 

Alex’s heart jumped to his throat. “You can see her?” 





Lights 


Of course I can see her,” Aaron said, snapping out of whatever trance he’d 
been in. “She’s standing right there.” And she was the most beautiful girl 
he’d ever seen. Not that he spent a lot of time thinking about girls, what 
with all the takeovers and falls from grace and rises to power. But he’d 
turned his head a time or two, just like anyone might expect. 

Then he looked down at his hands and realized what Alex had done. 
“You shackled me? How dare you? Did you forget who I am?” 

Alex just stared at him with a look of horror on his face. Impossible, he 
thought. 

“What?” Aaron said. 

“Describe her.” 

“Honestly, Alex, don’t you think we should figure out this explosion 
thing? If the island is being attacked, maybe we ought to, you know... 
consider . . . ” His mouth went dry, hardly believing that he’d almost 
proposed working together. But right now Aaron wasn’t sure what kind of 
support he had, and he’d do anything to keep his place in the palace. 
Absolutely anything. Still . . . He jiggled his arms impatiently. “Take these 
things off my wrists.” It was annoying. 

“No. I changed my mind. You’re coming with me.” 

“This is ridiculous. I let you walk unshackled in Quill,” Aaron said. 

“That’s because I’m not a stupid tyrant, you jerk. If I take the shackles 
off, I’m guessing there are at least a hundred people out there who would 
kill you as soon as look at you. With the shackles, and with me, you might 
live. Did you forget who I am?” 

But Aaron wasn’t listening. He was looking at the girl again. “She 
looks . . . emotional.” He said the word with disdain, but it didn’t change 
the way his stomach flipped. 

“Come on,” Alex said, tugging on his arm. “She’s anxious because I was 
supposed to meet her five minutes ago to see what the explosion was.” 

“Ah, so you heard it? Did you see the fire?” Aaron’s eyes shifted 
nervously as Alex dragged him down the hallway. 


They reached the balcony, and the girl’s face changed from anxious to 
relieved to surprised when she saw the nearly identical image next to Alex. 
Her eyes flew to Alex’s with a question, but all Aaron saw was the amazing 
color of her irises—he’d only seen color like that for the first time just 
recently, having watched—with a bit of fear—the sun disappear at night. 

He frowned, remembering the explosion again, which wasn’t quite as 
frightening now as it was when he’d watched it all alone at the edge of the 
sea. 

“Sky, Pm sorry,” Alex said, and he picked up his pace to a jog down the 
stairs to keep up with the girl. “I had an unexpected visitor.” 

“You say that with such pleasure,” Aaron said. 

“Ooh, sarcasm. You’ve allowed yourself to emote. What progress,” Alex 
replied. 

Aaron watched the girl. “I’m the High Priest Aaron. Stowe,” he added, 
and then felt heat rising from his shirt collar. 

“I know who you are,” the perfectly named girl replied, not looking at 
him. 

“Usually people bow,” Aaron explained, sure she would be impressed. 

“Don’t get your hopes up, Jerkface,” Sky said. She ran ahead. 

“Get Sean, will you?” Alex called after her. 

“Pm already on it.” 

Alex grinned. 

Aaron looked at Alex as they reached the bottom of the steps. “What? 
What is that? Jerkface? Is that good?” 

Alex snorted. “Yeah, Aaron. It’s really good. I think it means she likes 
you.” Seconds later they pushed through the door to the lawn, where a bevy 
of Unwanteds were gathering with spell components drawn and fury in their 
eyes. 

“Look who I found,” Alex said. He spied Sean and shoved Aaron in his 
direction, knowing the rest of Artimé would pounce if Aaron tried to do 
anything. 

He ran after Sky and they mounted Simber’s back. Simber took a few 
steps and leaped out over the water, reaching top speed so fast that Alex and 
Sky could barely hang on. 

“Sorry about the delay,” he called out to Simber. “Aaron saw the 
explosion and got in through the tube.” He rubbed his jaw where Aaron had 
punched him. 


“That’s trrroubling.” 

“I meant to do something about that tube.” 

Sky’s face was concerned. “But how did you get him through the wall? 
Did you find a spell for that after all>?” 

“No,” Alex said. “That’s even more troubling. He can see it. The 
opening, I mean.” 

Simber turned his head sharply. “He can?” 

“Yes. I almost fell over. It’s not good.” 

Sky looked at Alex. “What does it mean?” 

Alex considered all the dreadful possibilities. “It means he’s a lot more 
powerful magically than we ever imagined.” A swirl of fear dove through 
him. “If he ever finds out . . . ” He shook his head and didn’t finish. 

They reached the wreckage of whatever had exploded. Simber hovered 
above it. Alex lit a spotlight spell component and pointed it at the water. 

The light reflected on a clear panel, like a window, which was held in 
place by a massive rounded white structure. It was a vessel—sort of. But it 
was obviously not seaworthy, at least not anymore. It had already begun to 
sink. 

“What is it?” Alex asked. “Do you see anyone in there? How do we get 
inside it?” 

Simber stared down at the vessel, only the point of it showing above the 
water now. “Two, maybe thrrree humans, he said after a minute. “I can’t see 
verrry farrr with the sea bottom all stirrred up. But they’rrre all dead.” 

Sky and Alex looked at each other in alarm. 

Simber sampled the air, his eyes closing halfway as he concentrated. 
“Definitely thrrree of them.” He rose in height. “I don’t think this is a good 
time to go down therrre. Therrre’s nothing we can do. Let’s wait until 
daylight.” The statue looked back at Alex. “But it’s yourrr call.” 

Alex hesitated, thinking about going down into the dark water to see 
dead bodies. “No, you’re right. We’ll send a team out in the morning.” 

Simber marked the location mentally, then turned back toward Artimé, 
and all three were silent until they landed. 

The people of Artimé gathered around. Sean and another man whom 
Alex didn’t know were standing on either side of Aaron, gripping his upper 
arms tightly. “What is it?” Sean asked, followed by echoes from the crowd. 

“We don’t know, exactly,” Alex said. “It’s some kind of vessel with 
humans inside. It’s sinking. And they’re dead.” 


Some of the Unwanteds gasped. Aaron looked relieved. 

“But it came from the sky,” Meghan said. 

Alex shrugged. “Maybe it’s an air vessel, not a water vessel,” he said, 
musing. “Don’t we have a book about such things in the library?” He 
looked at Lani and Mr. Appleblossom. 

“I don’t know.” Lani’s voice was a mystery. 

Mr. Appleblossom looked troubled, and not just because his party had 
been ruined. “This thing has surely happened once before,” he said. “The 
craft had fans that kept it in the air. But by the time it washed upon the 
shore, no humans lived to tell about their scare.” 

Ms. Morning nodded. “I remember that. Father kept the pieces he found, 
Alex. They’re up in the museum.” 

Alex remembered seeing something up there with a fan attached. “But 
where did it come from?” 

“We don’t know,” Simber said. He bared his teeth at Aaron. 

Aaron narrowed his eyes and shifted uncomfortably. “Well, then. Now 
that the intruders are dead and everything is fine and I find no reason to, ah, 
attack you, I’ll just be going now,” he said. “Can someone uncuff my 
wrists? Pll show myself out.” He flashed a patronizing smile as if he 
expected the Unwanteds to do what he asked. 

Everyone ignored him. 

The speculation began about the thing that had exploded in the air. Did it 
come from the stars? The moon? 

“Please understand that things don’t work that way,” Mr. Appleblossom 
began, waving his hands and trying to raise his voice above the crowd. “It 
flies from side to side, not up to down.” He drew a finger across the sky. “It 
uses wings—like Simber, but no flap—and isn’t meant to crash to sea or 
ground.” He cringed at the imperfect rhyme. 

Samheed patted the man’s shoulder sympathetically. 

Alex, Sky, Samheed, Meghan, and Lani gathered in a group to try to 
figure out where the thing could have come from. And then Lani blurted 
out, “Sometimes don’t you just wonder how we all got here? I mean our 
ancestors, before Mr. Today and Justine started Quill.” 

That left them all silent and thoughtful. Aaron stared at Lani. “What do 
you mean, before them?” 

Lani startled. Most of them had forgotten that he was still standing 
nearby, waiting to be let free. But Lani didn’t have time to answer him, not 


that she would have anyway, because Simber rose quickly and stared out 
over the sea to the west. Alex followed his gaze, and then he sucked in a 
breath. 

“Oh, crud,” he said. He raced to Simber, made sure he wasn’t imagining 
things, and said quietly, “Is that—?” 

Simber growled long and low. “It is.” 

Alex tried not to panic. He stood by Simber’s side collecting his wits and 
gathering courage through a few mostly painless deep breaths. Florence 
moved over to them as well. Alex turned to face the partygoers, his face 
stricken, as hundreds of tiny lights appeared, dotting the surface of the sea 
between Warbler and Artimé. 

The time for merriment and discussion about flying objects was over. 

“Everybody,” Alex said in as calm a voice as he could muster. “It 
appears we are under attack. I need you to go inside and get dressed for 
battle.” 

The hundred or so Unwanteds that remained stood stunned, and then 
several of them gasped and jumped up, trying to see what was happening. 
The lights slowly grew stronger. 

Alex called for attention once again, but the panic was palpable. 
“Warriors, you’ll find instructions on your blackboards in a few minutes. As 
soon as you have them, return to the lawn. Go quickly now!” There was a 
split second’s hesitation before the alarmed Artiméans stampeded to the 
mansion door. 

Alex looked around, anxious, scanning the crowd for his closest friends, 
and he saw Sky at a run, dragging Crow by the hand and rushing up to Sam 
and Lani. 

“They’re coming for us!” Sky screamed. “Lani, Sam, Crow—we have to 
go back with them or they’ ll attack Artimé!” 

“No!” Alex shouted. “No one is going back there. Artimé fights to 
protect its people.” 

Sky’s eyes blazed. “I won’t be responsible for anyone’s death!” she 
yelled back at him, her voice ragged. 

Crow started crying as people pushed past him. 

“Sky—” Alex said, but Lani caught Alex’s eye. She grabbed Sky’s arm 
and pulled her and Crow inside. 

Alex turned to Florence. Outwardly he was calm and collected, but 
inwardly he felt like he was bordering on hysterical. He pulled his little 


notebook from his pocket to sketch out their plan of defense, knowing that 
Artimé was the most prepared it had ever been yet feeling like they were 
about to be overwhelmed. 

He focused, turning away from the flurry and chaos at the mansion door, 
while the High Priest Aaron Stowe, more afraid than all the rest, wrenched 
his arms free from his guards and lost himself in the crowd, still shackled. 
He tripped up the stairs, and before anyone cared enough to stop him, he 
careened down the secret hallway and into the kitchenette, and stumbled 
into the tube. 

Faced with an array of buttons this time, Aaron panicked. “Which one?” 
he whispered like a man possessed. “Which one!” He hesitated, and then he 
slammed his shackled fists into all of them. 

No more than an instant later, the high priest of Quill faded away. 


Mr. Today’s Clue: 


FOLLOW THE DOTS AS THE TRAVELING SUN, 
MAGNIFY, FOCUS, EVERY ONE. 
STAND ENROBED WHERE YOU FIRST SAW ME, 
UTTER IN ORDER; REPEAT TIMES THREE. 


SAM & LANI’S TAP SYSTEM: 
A=1 TAP 
B=2 TAPS 
C=3 TAPS 
D=4 TAPS 
E=5 TAPS OR 1 SLAP 
F=6 TAPS OR 1 SLAP 1 TAP 
G=7 OR 1 SLAP 2 TAPS 
H=8 OR 1 SLAP 3 TAPS 
I=9 OR 1 SLAP 4 TAPS 
J=10 OR 2 SLAPS 
K=11 OR 2 SLAPS 1 TAP 
L=12 OR 2 SLAPS 2 TAPS 
M=13 OR 2 SLAPS 3 TAPS 
N=14 OR 2 SLAPS 4 TAPS 
0=15 OR 3 SLAPS 
p=16 OR 3 SLAPS 1 TAP 
Q=17 OR 3 SLAPS 2 TAPS 
R=18 OR 3 SLAPS 3 TAPS 
S=19 OR 3 SLAPS 4 TAPS 
T=20 OR 4 SLAPS 


U=21 OR 4 SLAPS 1 TAP 
V=22 OR 4 SLAPS 2 TAPS 
W=23 OR 4 SLAPS 3 TAPS 
X=24 OR 4 SLAPS 4 TAPS 

Y=25 OR5 SLAPS 

Z=26 OR 5 SLAPS 1 TAP 
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want to see it. And the best part is that it’s free. You can find a link to it on 
TheUnwantedsSeries.com or here: 
http://d28hgpri8am2if.cloudfront.net/tagged_assets/12838_unwanteds_cg.p 
df 

Reader, you would never have heard of this series if it weren’t for the 
sales team. The sales team travels from place to place within the US and in 
other countries too, showing books to the bookstore people and telling them 
what the series is about months before the books even come out. If the 
people who work in the stores had never heard of The Unwanteds, they 
wouldn’t order the books for their stores, and you wouldn’t find them on the 
shelves. So it’s pretty obvious that being on a sales team is a really crucial 
part of the process that many people don’t even think about. (But now you 
know!) 

And even if everyone I mentioned so far did their jobs perfectly, there is 
still one very necessary cog to the wheel—and that is the booksellers 
themselves. They are the coolest people of all (I know, because I used to be 
one)! They order and stock their physical and virtual shelves with books 
they think their customers will like. And that’s where you come in—if you 
tell the booksellers what books you like, and if you ask them to order the 


books you are interested in, guess what? They will. So remember that the 
next time you can’t find the book you want. 

Finally, the last key player in the book process is you. And even though I 
sound like a broken record, there would be no Unwanteds series without 
you (or your beautiful parents) who buy the books. And just as important as 
you, the reader, is your friend who hasn’t heard about The Unwanteds yet. 
Because, thanks to you, they might just find out, and then everybody wins. 

I hope you enjoy Island of Legends. Many of you have told me that a 
year is just too long to wait between books, so my team and I decided to 
work extra hard to bring you the next three books in the series every six 
months. When you are finished reading Island of Legends, look for Book 5: 
Island of Shipwrecks in February 2015, Book 6 in September 2015, and 
Book 7 in February 2016. 


XOX 
Lisa 





Other Nasty Places 


Aaron Stowe, the high priest of Quill, blinked and turned his head. It was 
dark as pitch. A moment before, he’d been running through the chaos in 
Artimé, wrists shackled in front of him. He’d stumbled up the marble 
staircase of the mansion and flown down the last hallway on the left, all the 
way to the end of it, and taken a sharp right turn into the kitchenette, which 
is where he’d arrived from in the first place. He’d stepped into the glass 
tube that had brought him here, and looked at all the buttons as the voices 
behind him grew louder. The tube in Haluki’s office closet had only one 
button, but this . . . As the panic rose to his throat, Aaron raised his hands 
and pressed down, hitting all the buttons at once. Instantly the light 
disappeared. 

Had he gone back to Haluki’s house? Perhaps one of the closet’s double 
doors had swung shut. Aaron raised his arms in front of him, finding the 
opening in the tube so he could exit. He reached his shackled hands through 
it and felt nothing but air. No closet doors. Nothing solid at all. 

He gingerly stepped one foot outside the tube. The surface below was 
uneven, not floorlike at all. In fact, it felt like dirt, but not well-packed dirt 
like a road in Quill. The earth beneath him had not been heavily trod upon 
for quite some time. Perhaps never. Well, it couldn’t be never, Aaron 
reasoned. Someone had to have put the tube here. 

He sniffed and hung on to the side of the tube’s opening. He could smell 
dampness in the air, like Quill an hour after a rare downpour, only this was 
somehow richer. Earthier. The scent of mint was in the air as well, and he 
could hear something trickling, a brook or a stream not far away. It seemed 
like it could be pleasant here, but it was different and unexpected, and 
therefore quite frightening to someone from Quill. 

“What is this place?” Aaron whispered, straining to see something. 
Anything. His fingers trembled, and he gripped the edge of the tube 
opening even harder. He turned his head to look back inside the tube, but if 
there were any buttons, they weren’t visible in the darkness. 


Eventually his eyes adjusted enough that he could just barely make out a 
few shapes. Large tree shapes loomed overhead, and the outline of an 
enormous rock appeared to step out of the shadows. Near the rock he could 
see a faint patch of light from the moon shining through the trees. 

After another moment of calm, Aaron felt a bit of courage returning. It 
was enough for them to venture one step toward the light, and then another. 
A stick cracked under his foot and he froze, but nothing came of it. He 
glanced over his shoulder, making sure he could still see the tube, and then 
continued toward the light. 

When he stood in the middle of the glow, he looked up through the 
clearing. Jungle vines hung all around from the most monstrous trees he’d 
ever seen. The rock nearby was much larger than he’d thought. It jutted 
upward into the darkness, and Aaron couldn’t tell how high or deep it went. 

Aaron peered at the rock. Perhaps he could slam his shackles against it to 
break free. He edged closer, eyeing the shadowy crevasses, one of which 
looked like it could be the entrance to a cave. Tentatively he tapped the clay 
shackles on the rock. 

Immediately two craggy yellow eyes opened and stared back at him. The 
cave opening changed shape, as if it were the giant rock’s mouth, but it 
didn’t speak. Aaron backed away in fright. And then, from behind him, a 
high-pitched noise like a woman’s scream pierced his ears. 

Aaron whirled around and screamed too. The screech grew louder, 
turning the boy’s knees to liquid. He could make out a large animal shape 
creeping toward him. Aaron tried to run but stumbled over his feet, unable 
to get his legs to move properly, and then pitched forward as his foot 
tangled with a vine on the jungle floor. He braced his fall with his forearms 
and rolled onto his back, desperate to see if either the yellow-eyed rock or 
the screaming monster was following him. 

One of them was. The screaming creature crouched nearby, its 
hindquarters shifting as if it were about to pounce. 

Aaron rolled again, onto his front side, and scrambled up to his feet, 
inching sideways toward the tube and holding his only weapon—his 
shackled wrists—in front of him. He scooted faster now in the direction of 
the tube, praying not to trip, as the monster leaped and landed on the ground 
in the patch of light where Aaron had been. 

The creature gleamed black all over, shining brighter along the curve of 
its back. Its face resembled that of the frightening winged statue who 


guarded Aaron’s twin brother, Alex, and the mansion in Artimé, and its 
body was nearly as large. But this creature had no wings. It crept toward 
Aaron and screamed once more, displaying four gleaming, dripping fangs. 

Aaron froze, nearly fainting with fear, paralyzed by the hideous 
screaming as if he were under a spell. The creature pounced, knocking 
Aaron to the ground and holding him there with a giant paw on his chest. 

It was so startling, so uncommon, that instead of frightening Aaron, it 
infuriated him. He was the high priest of Quill, after all. He demanded 
respect. Aaron forgot his fear and sprang into action, slamming his shackles 
hard into the nose of the creature and crying out with all his might, “Get off, 
beast! Release me!” 

To Aaron’s astonishment, the creature stepped back. After the slightest 
hesitation, Aaron rolled out of reach and crawled to the tube, his hands 
flailing wildly for buttons—any buttons he could find. Anything to get him 
out of here. 

As his right hand connected and the dark jungle disappeared, Aaron 
realized his shackles had fallen away. His hands were free. 





A Looming Attack 


At the sight of a hundred lights pricking the horizon in the direction of 
Warbler Island, Alex Stowe, head mage of Artimé, bounded into the 
mansion with robes flying, and leaped up the stairs three in a stride. He 
didn’t have time to look for his awful brother, Aaron. He didn’t have time to 
comfort his newest friends, Sky and her younger brother, Crow, who felt 
sure that the people of Warbler were coming to attack Artimé because of 
them and their escape. Alex only had time to act. 

Behind him came Simber, and behind Simber came Ms. Octavia, the 
octogator, nearly appearing to float through the air on her many tentacles. 

Alex dashed through the no-longer-a-secret hallway, past the two 
mysterious doors he had not yet been able to unlock, and then past the doors 
to his new living quarters and the Museum of Large. He turned left into his 
new office at the end of the hall, by the picture window that overlooked 
Artimé. 

Charlie the gargoyle was there already—he spent a good deal of time in 
this wing of the mansion, still not quite having gotten over the loss of his 
creator, Mr. Today, whose recent death had shaken Artimé. 

“Can you ask Matilda to contact us if she sees Aaron showing up at the 
palace tonight?” Alex asked Charlie. “Also, find out if his wrists are still 
shackled.” 

Charlie responded with a hand signal Alex had determined to mean 
“yes,” though Sky, who knew the sign language, had said something once 
about how that hand signal had a more complex meaning, like “yes” with 
an air of reverence, as if the gargoyle were acknowledging Alex as a king. It 
made Alex feel a little embarrassed to be referred to in such a manner, but 
Sky had said it would be insulting to Charlie if Alex asked him to stop, so 
the new mage reluctantly accepted it. 

“Thanks,” Alex said. He drummed his fingers nervously on the desk and 
sorted through a stack of papers, not really seeing them, just keeping his 
fingers busy as if to mimic the speed of the wheels turning in his head. 


Simber and Octavia entered the office and took their places. Claire 
Morning and Gunnar Haluki, both recovered from their brushes with death, 
were not far behind. Tailing them was Florence, who had stayed back to be 
sure everyone made it safely inside the mansion to await their instructions. 

Alex stood abruptly and paced the floor, distracted by a whirlwind of 
thoughts and not knowing quite how or where to start preparing for an 
attack at home. Crow had cried out that it was the birds of Warbler coming 
to get them, but Alex thought it was more likely that the dots of light were 
from Queen Eagala’s fleet of ships she’d been building for years. Sky had 
said there were many in various states of construction. He wondered if 
Warbler really could be heading to Artimé to attack. 

“But of course they must be,” muttered Alex. “Don’t be ridiculous.” He 
looked up when the floor shook slightly. Florence had taken her seat. 

The strange party of humans, statues, and creatures glanced uneasily 
about, quite possibly because of Alex’s strange mumblings. Not a single 
one in the room had been around to see Alex’s forced evolution from boy to 
mage back when Artimé had turned to dust, the creatures rendered lifeless 
and the humans nearly so from lack of food and water. And while Alex, 
after a number of stumbles and amid countless moments of despair, had 
proven to be quite worthy of taking the place of their beloved leader, Mr. 
Today, the team had not been there to witness the worst of the situation. 

Alex looked around the room, thankful for perhaps the eighty-seven 
millionth time that the eyes that sought his belonged to this particular group 
of advisors. He opened his lips to greet them, but hesitated, both in 
speaking and in pacing. Instead he took a moment to really consider who 
sat with him at this pivotal juncture: Simber, the pristine stone winged 
cheetah who had almost without effort grown to be Alex’s confidant and 
first mate. Florence, the enormous ebony statue who commanded Artimé’s 
magical warriors. Ms. Octavia, the art instructor, one of Mr. Today’s most 
gifted, trusted, and outspoken creations. Gunnar Haluki, the former high 
priest of Quill and the father of Alex’s dear and valuable friends Lani and 
Henry. And Claire Morning, Mr. Today’s daughter, a musical genius and a 
nurturer rather than leader, by her own proclamation. It was an incredible 
group—Mr. Today’s own hand-picked team—and they were among the best 
of Artimé. Yet for Alex, something wasn’t quite right. Because during their 
absence with Artimé had disappeared, Alex had quite desperately come to 
trust a few others. 


Alex tapped his lips. “How much time do we have before they get here, 
Sim?” 

“Severtral hourrrs. Likely morrre,” replied the beast. 

Alex nodded. “TIl be right back,” he said. He strode to the rear wall of 
the office, uttered a spell, and went through the secret magical door that led 
into his private quarters. 

“Clive,” he called. 

Alex’s blackboard took on a slight glow in the dark room. A face pressed 
out of it. “Yes m’lord?” 

“Knock it off,” Alex muttered. “I need you to summon Samheed 
Burkesh, Carina Holiday, and Sean Ranger. Have them come to my office at 
once.” 

“Certainly, Your Grace.” 

“You’re going to be sorry about mocking me very soon,” Alex warned. 
He didn’t have patience for Clive’s sarcastic jokes today. His eyes landed 
on the cabinet that held his spell components. Alex took a few seconds to 
top off his robe’s pockets as well as the pockets of his component vest 
underneath, and then he returned to the office. Clive called out an old but 
welcome reminder not to die as Alex closed the door. 

Simber stood gazing out toward the sea from the office windows. Alex 
muttered a spell to unlatch one of them. He opened it so Simber could 
sample the air to get a better sense of what was approaching. The others 
talked quietly, already planning. 

A moment later, Alex’s three breathless friends arrived and stood 
uncertainly in the doorway. 

“Come in. Are Sky and Crow all right?” Alex asked. 

“Lani and Meg are calming them down.” Unconsciously Samheed 
touched the scars on his neck. “They’re upset about what the leaders tell 
you at Warbler,” he said. He sat down and jiggled his foot. “That Queen 
Eagala would come after anyone who escaped, identify them by their 
orange eyes, and kill them. Lani and I nearly busted up laughing the first 
time we heard that back in Warbler, but Crow and Sky are really afraid. And 
upset because of what they’ve brought on us by escaping and landing here. 
Sky is a mess over it.” 

“I was afraid of that.” Alex sighed, but then he perked up and pointed at 
the empty chairs in the room. “Sit down, guys,” he urged. 


Samheed looked like he was full of questions, but apparently he knew 
enough not to ask them now. 

Alex glanced at Simber, as if he wanted the giant stone cheetah’s 
approval of the decision to invite these friends to the meeting. Simber 
dipped his head slightly, barely a nod, but the meaning was clear to Alex 
that Simber thought well of the plan. 

Alex expelled a breath, trying to push his nervousness out with it, and 
leaned back against the desk, half sitting on the corner of it. “Hi, everyone. 
Thank you for coming so quickly,” he said. He looked at the three new, 
earnest faces in the room and felt immediately assured he’d made the right 
choice. “Now then,” he continued, clasping his hands in his lap, “let’s 
figure this all out, shall we?” 

It was the voice of a leader. A leader who, for perhaps the first time, felt 
and sounded quite sure of himself. 


A Word from Clive 


Samheed, in a minor fit of anxiety over being included as an advisor, took 
painstaking notes at the meeting in an effort to prove his usefulness to the 
intimidating group. By the end of twenty minutes, his record of the 
conversation looked something like this: 


—Florence to organize and prepare squads as usual. Also will assign 
squad placement along shore and give all info to Alex for distribution via 
blackboard. 

—As fleet approaches, Haluki to sail out via Claire’s boat to leader 
vessel and try for peaceful resolution. 

—Carina reminds us most Warblerans canDt swim. How will they 
approach without running their ships aground? Advantage for Artimé? 

—Alex suggests stationing all orange-eyed residents—me, Lani, Sky, 
Crow—in water for safety since Warblerans can’t swim. Dumb idea, Stowe! 
They can still throw or shoot weapons at us. I suggest library third floor 
instead and adding Meg too because of thornament scars, as Lani and I 
believe Queen Eagala will seek revenge for her escape. 

—Alex to expand hospital wing. Ms. Morning to take charge as chief 
healer, with Henry Haluki and other nurses as her assistants. 

—Simber to monitor approach. 

—We think Eagala has some kind of magic, e.g., the silence spell over 
nonhuman noises on Warbler, but no one’s sure what is the extent of it. Lani 
and I did not witness inhabitants using any magic. Carina to find out if Sky 
and Crow have info. 

—After lengthy discussion, we decided to help defend Quill if Warbler 
breaches the wall, but we always take care of Artiméans first. 

—Our goal: defend Artimé and drive Warblerans away with as few 
casualties as possible. 

—Artiméans should feel perfectly comfortable using any and all means 
of magic to protect themselves. 


—Any Warblerans who truly wish to escape the tyrant Queen Eagala will 
find shelter within Artimé. 


In addition, there were many scratched-out notes as the multitude of 
ideas were broken down and some discarded as being faulty. When they had 
run out of ideas, the team dispersed to prepare for battle in their various 
ways. 

Alex descended the marble staircase and found Sky and Crow in the 
dining room with Meghan, looking glum. He checked the time and then 
walked over to them. 

They looked up when he approached. Sky’s hair was still as sleek and 
fashioned as it had been at the masquerade ball a few hours earlier, but she 
no longer wore her dress. Instead she was dressed like any other Artiméan 
ready for battle, with a component vest and everything. 

Alex felt breathless around her whenever she looked at him, even now, 
but he forced himself to stay focused. He pulled a chair around, sat on it 
backward, and lowered his head until his chin rested on the chair back and 
he was face-to-face with Crow. “You okay, little guy?” 

Crow nodded, but his eyes told a different story. 

“T need you to hear me. Both of you,” he said, glancing briefly at Sky as 
well. “It appears we are going to be attacked, and it’ll happen in a few 
hours. You guys can sit here and feel terrible about it even though it is not 
your fault, or you can help us prepare.” 

“We’ll help, of course,” murmured Sky in her husky voice, damaged by 
the thorns she once wore around her neck. Crow dropped his gaze, but he 
nodded in agreement. 

“Good,” Alex said. “Because we need you.” 

The brief pep talk seemed to rally them, giving them new resolve. 

Alex headed next to the area near the landing so he could expand the 
hospital wing while he waited for Florence to report back with warrior 
instructions. He held up his hands to the small four-bed room and 
concentrated, thinking about the size room he wanted, and when he felt 
quite confident, he whispered, “Extend and heal, size large.” 

The small room’s walls grew, pushing back to create a larger space. They 
glided smoothly as the floor and ceiling hastened along with them, fixtures 
and workstations pressing out from the bare walls. When the room ceased 
to move, the beds and tables popped out and dropped neatly into place. 


Alex counted the beds. There were forty in all. “More than enough, 
wouldn’t you say?” he asked as Florence approached. 

“Dear me. I certainly hope so.” Florence handed over a stack of papers 
to Alex. “Here are the battle plans. Simber says at the speed they’re 
moving, they won’t be here before daybreak.” 

“Thanks,” Alex said, looking them over. “Pl have Clive send out the 
orders right away.” 

Alex returned to his living quarters and summoned Clive, who pushed 
his face through the blackboard. 

“Now what?” Clive asked. 

“T have a job for you. It’s urgent.” 

“Great.” Clive rolled his eyes. 

“If you’re not up to it, I can ask Stuart,” Alex said. Stuart was Samheed’s 
blackboard. For reasons unknown to Alex, Clive didn’t seem all that fond of 
Stuart. 

Clive frowned. “What’s the job?” 

“We’re about to be attacked,” Alex said. “You’re the first to know.” 

Clive’s eyes widened. “Me?” 

“You’re the head blackboard now. I need you to distribute the orders. I 
need to be able to count on you. Can you do this? Or do I—” 

Clive’s mouth fell open. He nearly drooled before he snapped his mouth 
shut once more. “Yes,” he said reverently. “Yes, Alex. I most certainly can.” 
There was no trace of sarcasm in his voice now. 

Alex might have smiled had the situation not been so dire. “Good. Don’t 
mess it up. This is of the utmost importance.” 

Clive nodded. “You can count on me.” 

“I know I can,” Alex said. “Here goes.” Alex looked at the papers in his 
hand and dictated the various assignments to Clive so that Clive could send 
out instructions to each team in Artimé, letting them know where and when 
to report. 

When Alex finished, Clive said in earnest, “Shall I open it with a general 
announcement? Something that will really get their attention?” 

Alex hid a smile. “Oh, by all means. Put your heart and soul into it, 
Clive.” A moment later he felt the floor shake—a sure sign that Simber and 
Florence were on the way with an update. “And now I’ve got to go.” 

Clive nodded. “Thank you,” he said quietly. And then he disappeared 
into the blackboard. 


Shortly thereafter, on blackboards everywhere in Artimé, the following 
words appeared in stunning neon letters: 

From Clive, head blackboard and confidant to our noble mage, Alex 
Stowe: Artimé is under attack! Please read and follow your instructions. 
And above all... DON’T DIE. 


A Mass of Tubes 


Ass it turned out, there was only one button in the jungle tube for the High 
Priest Aaron Stowe to push. When he opened his eyes, he was back in the 
kitchenette in Artimé’s mansion, his hands free and his heart pounding. He 
peered out, wondering if it would be smarter to risk his life trying to exit 
Artimé on foot rather than attempt to push another button. 

But the hallway outside the kitchenette was filled with voices, most 
notably his brother’s and the growling voice of the ridiculously huge flying 
monster. Aaron thought that exiting the mansion now would mean certain 
death. He looked at the panel before him, agonizing over which button to 
push. Finally he decided to start at the beginning of the row. He sucked in a 
deep breath to steady his nerves, and blew it out as he pressed the first one. 

Instantly he was thrust into darkness again, and he feared the worst—that 
he was back in the horrible jungle with the screaming black creature and the 
enormous rock with yellow eyes. He nearly slammed his fist on the panel in 
search of another button, but as he lifted his hand to do so, he noticed that 
the smell was quite different from the musky scent he remembered. This 
place smelled like . . . like stale, rotting wood. The heat of this location 
seeped into the tube and warmed him immediately, and after a moment he 
put his hand out through the tube’s opening. 

Aaron’s fingers found a solid panel. He pushed on it, and with a creak, it 
swung open. A bit of moonlight trickled in through a window, and soon 
Aaron realized where he was. He was back in Haluki’s empty house. 

“Oh, thank Quill,” he breathed, and he stumbled out of the closet on 
weak legs and sank to his knees, trembling, in the very spot where Mr. 
Today had taken his last breath. Aaron sat there for a very long time, feeling 
faint every time he tried to stand. Finally he crawled out of Haluki’s office, 
down the hallway, and into a bedroom, where he climbed onto the bed and 
lay there, trying very hard not to think about what he’d seen and how he’d 
nearly perished. 

When he drifted off to sleep, he experienced rare dreams that were filled 
with strange, frightening creatures chasing him through a jungle. At every 


turn, he stumbled and the creatures devoured him. No matter how he tried 
to shout “Release me!” to them, he couldn’t get the words to come out in 
time. 

Aaron awoke with a start just before daybreak, unsure at first of where 
he was, and then remembering. He felt a wave of shame wash through him 
—dreaming was not allowed in Quill, and he’d had quite a night of it. He 
scowled defiantly as he stared at the ceiling. What did it matter now? He 
was the high priest. He had no obligation to tell a soul. 

After a while he rose and scrounged through the Haluki pantry to see if 
he could find anything to eat. He made himself a meager breakfast, and it 
was while he was eating that he finally remembered what had happened 
before he got caught up in the crazy tubes: The explosion in the sky. The 
lights pricking the darkness over the sea. And the chaos that followed in 
Artimé. 

Their island was being attacked. The palace, with its opening in the wall, 
was vulnerable. Quill, with its entrance into Artimé, was vulnerable. And 
here he sat. 

Aaron froze mid-chew, and then he shoved the chair back, hurried to the 
door, and ran out of the house. He turned up the road and headed toward the 
palace. “Hurry up,” he said, jiggling the portcullis impatiently as he waited 
for the guards to open it, and sprinting the rest of the way up the drive. He 
ran to the opening he’d made in the forty-foot-tall wall that surrounded 
Quill and peered through it, careful to hide his body in case the attackers 
were already closing in. 

His eyes darted all around the downward slope on the other side of the 
wall, and then, seeing nothing on land, he swept his gaze over the sea. A 
dozen ships sailed not far off shore, heading around the curve of the land 
toward Artimé. Aaron gasped at the sight. He’d never seen anything like it. 
His body was frozen to the spot as he watched the vessels inch toward his 
brother’s section of the island. They were headed to Artimé. For a rare 
moment, Aaron felt a pang of compassion. And for the briefest time he 
actually thought, Perhaps I should help them. 

But the moment passed quickly, and Aaron realized that his first order of 
business was to protect Quill. He would close up the space in the wall and 
build a barricade in front of the entrance to Artimé. 

Feverishly Aaron reached for the first block, too scared to wait for a 
team of Necessaries to assemble and do the work, and placed it in the 


opening in the wall. He hoisted a second block, and a third, pushing them 
tightly together, scraping his knuckles and drawing blood, muttering to 
himself as he filled in the space. 

As he worked, Aaron realized something very important about the 
former ruler of Quill: The High Priest Justine had been right all along about 
the dangers beyond the wall. She had protected Quill for fifty years without 
a single incident until the Unwanteds botched things up. And she’d done 
that by closing off Quill to the outside world. 

Now, by opening up the wall and allowing his people to mingle with the 
Unwanteds, Aaron had broken the very best rule Justine had made, leaving 
the people of Quill vulnerable. 

How terribly, awfully, utterly foolish Aaron was to have doubted his 
hero. 





Weapons of Mass Confusion 


At daybreak, the entire community of Artimé assembled throughout the 
main floor of the mansion, in rows on the stairs, and on the balcony. 

“Good morning,” Alex said crisply from the front window near the door 
that faced the sea. “It’s a bit crowded in here, but as Clive explained in your 
instructions, we have decided not to go outside until we know just how the 
people of Warbler plan to attack us. 

“Pd like you all to know that an hour ago, we attempted a peacekeeping 
mission by sending Gunnar Haluki out to speak with the Warblerans, but 
they would have nothing to do with him unless he gave up our two Warbler 
natives as well as Samheed, Meghan, and Lani. Of course that was out of 
the question. And try as he might, he was unable to get any sense of their 
method of attack.” 

A murmur arose and Alex paused, glancing Sky. He went on. “Haluki 
returned to us, and we now have Simber stationed on the lawn. Please stay 
quiet and wait for me to give your team leaders the signal to exit the 
mansion and take your stations.” 

Alex turned his attention to the window, watching as a fleet of twelve 
ships approached. “At least there aren’t a hundred,” he remarked in a low 
voice to Florence. “There must have been several lights on each ship.” The 
Warbler ships dwarfed Artimé’s own pirate vessel, which Captain Ahab, the 
mildly insane statue, had moved to the lagoon for safekeeping. 

“It seems like this could be an easy battle,” Florence said. “But that’s 
exactly what worries me. Queen Eagala is not a fool.” 

“And so we wait,” Alex said. 


DD « « 


The ships sat in front of Artimé for at least thirty minutes without a single 
thing happening. The people inside the mansion whispered and shifted and 
tried not to bump each other. 

Sky and Crow grew more nervous as time passed. Soon Sky sidled up to 
Alex. “They’re up to something,” she murmured. “I’m sure of it.” 


“We’re ready,” he said, not taking his eyes off the ships. “We’re taking it 
seriously. I promise.” He pressed his lips together, then added, “Please do 
whatever it takes to keep you and Crow safe. If they come after you, take 
the tube to the library and the steps up to the third floor. That’s the safest 
place.” 

Sky frowned. “We want to help.” 

“Sky,” Alex said in earnest, “it would really help me to know that you 
are safe. The last thing we need is to have to rescue you from Warbler 
again. We have other places to go and people to rescue . . . like your 
mother.” 

“I know.” Sky closed her eyes for a moment and sighed. “You’re right, 
of course. But we’re still helping. We need to.” 

She didn’t elaborate, but Alex knew she needed to help to prove that she 
was loyal to Artimé—even though no one doubted it. 

“That’s fine,” Alex said. “We want you to help, but I also need to trust 
you. You can fight. But do the right thing and hide if necessary.” 

“Tf necessary,” Sky agreed. “Got that, Crow?” 

Crow nodded. 

At that moment, a large growl from outside the mansion turned into a 
full-on roar, making the mansion’s windows vibrate. Alex’s gaze darted 
from one ship to the next as large wooden planks quickly rose up from 
every deck. A dozen loud thwapps peppered the air, and the giant arms 
swung toward Artimé, releasing objects into the sky. 

“Catapults!” Florence yelled. “Get back! Away from the windows!” 

Alex stepped back as a multitude of things flew toward the mansion. 
“What the... ,” he muttered. “What are they?” 

In the air, the things sprouted parachutes, slowing them down, and as 
they neared the island they began to float toward the ground. 

“They’re people!” Alex shouted. “Warbler’s first line is landing on the 
shore.” And they aren’ very big or scary-looking, he thought, a bit puzzled. 
He turned to face the Unwanteds. “Leaders, take your places outside and 
attack!” 


The Battle with Warbler 


The Artiméans streamed outside the mansion from all doors as Simber’s 
continuous roar rendered the Warblerans unable to fight, leaving them 
cowering instead. 

“Some of them are barely more than children,’ Claire Morning said, 
looking closely at the living arsenal coming toward them. “I wonder if 
Warbler’s youth took to fighting by necessity, like our young Unwanteds.” 
She prepared a spell and glanced at Mr. Appleblossom, who was standing 
next to her with a look of horror on his face. “What is it, Siggy?” 

Mr. Appleblossom stood staring at a girl of about twelve who was now 
frozen by a magical spell, a look of fear on her face. He lowered his hand 
and looked down. “What shame it is to see this cherub’s face,” Mr. 
Appleblossom said softly. “And cowardly of them to sacrifice their youth to 
take their Queen Eagala’s place! I have no means in me to do this twice.” 

“They may be children, but they’re attacking us!” Ms. Morning said. She 
regarded him thoughtfully for a moment. Her gaze swept over the young 
Unwanteds around them, already fighting, and wondered if anyone on 
Warbler felt guilty for fighting against children. She doubted it. She reached 
over and squeezed Mr. Appleblossom’s shoulder. “I understand. You didn’t 
hurt her, though.” 

“That look of fear is hurt enough, you know.” Mr. Appleblossom nodded 
brusquely, turned, and walked back to the mansion. 

Ms. Morning pressed her lips together. After a moment, watching her 
friend Sigfried leave over his convictions, she looked at Crow and Henry 
and the rest of the generation of Unwanteds who had been fighting since 
they were small. She continued on with the task, though she wore the 
dilemma on her troubled face for some time after. 

By now, the other team leaders had given their orders, and the 
Unwanteds spouted off a plethora of freeze spells, blinding spells, and 
shackles. Some cleverly thought to use scatterclips, which sent Warbler 
fighters flying backward through the air until they hit the sides of their own 


ships and stuck fast just above water level, unable to be reached by those on 
board. 

As the Unwanteds defended Artimé, the catapult arms moved slowly, 
skimming the sky as they returned to their initial positions. 

“Prepare for round two!” Florence shouted. 

Just as the last enemy was frozen, the catapults released again, sending 
dozens upon dozens more young Warblerans soaring through the air and 
coming to rest on land, only to be immediately made useless by the simplest 
of spells. 

It was almost too easy, Alex thought. “Stay on your guard!” he warned. 

Several Unwanteds stationed near the wall that separated Artimé and 
Quill had had none of the action thus far, and began to scoff at the efforts of 
Queen Eagala. 

“Stay on yourrr guarrrd!” repeated Simber. 

But it wasn’t easy when Warbler’s best efforts seemed ridiculous. 
Several minutes passed as Artimé waited to see what was next. Some of the 
Unwanteds, tired of standing, sat down despite the warnings. 

“Hold your ground,” Alex commanded, and Florence repeated it so all 
could hear. 

Finally the catapults let loose a third time . . . and another round of 
Warblerans sailed up into the air and down toward Artimé, their parachutes 
bringing them lightly to the ground, where the Unwanteds put a swift end to 
their movements completely. 

“Is this all they have?” Alex muttered. 

“I don’t know,” Florence replied. “If it is, we’re in luck. Watch—here’s 
another round. Maybe Eagala thinks we’ll run out of spells.” 

“Maybe.” But Alex knew his army was well stocked, and even if they 
ran out of the old faithful spell components, the Unwanteds were coming up 
with new spells all the time and were fully armed. 

The thwapps were heard again, and the catapult arms swung once more. 
The people of Artimé watched nonchalantly as the fourth round released 
into the air. 

Simber stood on his hind legs, madly sniffing the air. “Take coverrr!” he 
cried. “These arrren’t alive!” 

But it was too late. Dozens of giant boulders flew toward Artimé with no 
parachutes to slow them down, bowling over rows of Unwanteds as loud 


thuds and the sound of breaking glass filled the air. The mansion windows 
had been hit. 

Immediately the catapults returned to loading positions and let loose 
once more. Dozens of boulders even bigger than the last ones flew at the 
Unwanteds. Artiméans everywhere dove to get out of the way, or flew if 
they could fly, some managing to dodge one boulder but ending up directly 
in the path of another. The ground shook as the boulders hit it. Screams 
filled the air. Artimé was in chaos. There was no spell that would stop an 
attack like this. Not that Alex knew, anyway. 

As a third round of boulders pelted the island, enough time had passed to 
allow the first group of Warblerans to come back to life from their 
temporary frozen states. And almost as if they’d planned it, they began 
charging at the Unwanteds, drawing knives from their belts. 

Ms. Morning reared back. “Watch out!” she cried. The children of 
Warbler didn’t seem so innocent anymore. 

“Attack!” shouted Alex, but he wasn’t to be heard above the noise. 

“Attack!” yelled Simber and Florence together. 

Alex, narrowly dodging a boulder, fired off several rounds of 
scatterclips, sending half a dozen Warblerans to the sides of the ships. At 
the same time, the original rounds of scatterclips began to wear off, leaving 
those enemies dangling unceremoniously about the water by a clip or two. 

The next group of Warblerans emerged from their temporary spells, and 
they charged into the chaos, looking around desperately as if they were 
searching for someone. And of course they were. 

The battle shifted. Caught off guard, Alex switched his verbal 
components to permanent chants and began laying Warblerans out across 
the shore, one by one. 

“Florence, permanent spells from here on out,” he said, and Florence 
yelled out the command. When he had a second, Alex turned around to see 
what had become of his people. At least a third of them were on the ground. 
The rest were fighting valiantly, Sky among them. 

“Sky!” Alex cried. “Go! Like we talked about!” 

But his voice was lost in the battle. He sought out Crow, Sam, and Lani, 
but they too were out of hearing. 

Frustrated, Alex turned back to see the third wave of Warbler fighters 
come to life as their spells wore off. At the sight of the weapons, Mr. 
Appleblossom had returned with an apparent change of heart. He stuck by 


Alex’s side, having pushed his way forward to assist now that so many of 
Artimé’s front line were flattened. 

“Oh, thank goodness,” Alex said, seeing the eccentric theater instructor. 
“Let’s split these up and be done, shall we? Scatterclips seem to be the 
answer here.” 

Together they fired a dozen smart rounds of scatterclips, sending all but 
a few of the Warblerans smacking into the sides of ships. The few whose 
paths were not in a direct line with a ship flew past them and kept going, 
out of sight. 

When Alex ran out of scatterclips, he pulled out a new spell component 
that Meghan had created and popped it into his mouth. He blew through his 
lips, and a long, thin bubble emerged, taking the form of a sword. Alex 
grabbed the bubble sword and began swiping it at the oncoming attackers, 
sending them bouncing in various directions, where others could subdue 
them. 

Mr. Appleblossom followed up with a new abstract spell, which caused 
the Warbler attackers’ body parts to scramble, causing mass confusion. 

Once the last of the Warblerans at the shoreline was rendered useless, 
Alex and Mr. Appleblossom turned to see who might have gotten past them. 
As it turned out, a great number of them had. 

The two charged toward the enemy, meeting up with Sean and Carina 
near the entrance to Quill. “Over there!” Carina cried. “They’ve got Crow.” 
She rushed off, and when she was in range, fired off a variety of spells. 
Crow fell to the ground. Carina scooped him up and ran inside the mansion. 

“Sean,” Alex said, “we’ve got to get Sam, Meg, and Lani into the 
mansion. Sky, too, if you can find her.” He looked all around, knowing Sky 
must be outside. There was no way she would have gone to the library 
without Crow. 

Alex ran toward Henry just as the boy was being held against a tree with 
a knife to his throat, and quickly put a stop to that. Then the two turned to 
see a concerted effort by adult Unwanteds, not known for their magical 
fighting abilities, who pooled some swan song spells and sent eight 
Warblerans squawking and waddling in a circle all at once. 

“Well done!” Alex shouted to them. “Can you do it again?” 

With a few more quick blasts by each Unwanted who was still able, the 
remaining Warblerans were soon contained in one way or another—many 


of them stone-cold statues, reminding Alex a little too much of how things 
had looked on these grounds not so long ago. 

As the noise died down, Alex, breathing hard, whirled around to assess 
the damage. “Be very sure you’ve got the attackers contained by permanent 
spells. Check each one over to be certain no one is faking.” 

The Unwanteds set out. 

Alex turned to Florence and Simber. “What’s happening out there at the 
ships?” 

“Simber’s going to take a look if you think it’s wise.” 

The enormous cat stood patiently, waiting for Alex’s reply. 

Alex thought for a moment, worried that a boulder in a catapult could 
hurt the statue. “Okay,” he said, his voice guarded. “But be nimble.” 

The cat needed no further urging. He leaped into the air and flapped his 
enormous wings. It took only seconds for him to soar high over the ships 
and release a shattering roar. Moments later, Simber didn’t need to make 
any announcement as to what was happening. Whoever remained on the 
ships began pulling anchors and raising sails. Those stuck to the sides of the 
ships began screaming in fear, but the ships pulled away, leaving great 
numbers of their own people dropping into the water or frozen stiff on 
shore. 

“Get our wounded inside!” Alex commanded the Unwanteds. “Ms. 
Morning, Henry, and the rest of the nurses are already heading in there. 
Let’s go!” He paused and looked at the Warblerans in the water, knowing 
they probably couldn’t swim. “And get a team of good swimmers and the 
squirrelicorns to rescue them right away.” The Unwanteds jumped to action. 

Alex stepped around a boulder and lifted the shoulders of a woman, her 
forehead bleeding. He and Mr. Appleblossom picked her up and carried her 
into the mansion. They placed her on a bed and turned around to go back 
for another, watching as the long stream of wounded limped or were carried 
inside. 

Alex stopped when he saw Samheed stumbling toward him, carrying a 
girl whose hair and body were covered with a layer of dirt. She was limp in 
his arms. 

“Stowe, make way!” Samheed barked, dodging around Alex. He set the 
girl on an empty bed. His voice softened and he put his hand on his friend’s 
shoulder. “And brace yourself. This is a pretty bad scene.” 

Alex looked past Samheed at the girl on the bed and gasped. 


It was Sky. 


In a Panic 


Several hours later, outside the palace, the High Priest Aaron took in one 
last glimpse of the sea, slid the final block into the hole in the wall, and 
stepped back. He wiped his bloody knuckles on his pants, and then dabbed 
the sweat on his forehead with his sleeve. “There,” he said, surveying his 
work and trying not to think about what was happening in Artimé right 
about now. He needed to get moving on securing the other weak wall in 
Quill, though he knew there was no way to do it now while there was likely 
a battle in progress over there. For some ridiculous reason, Aaron’s hands 
wouldn’t stop shaking. 

He stepped back and drew a keen eye over the wall. It wasn’t perfect, 
and it needed some patching, but he wondered if anyone far away could tell 
there had once been an opening in this spot. He concluded that it looked 
reasonably like the rest of the wall from a distance. Close up, one could see 
a few narrow slits and holes at eye level, through which tiny breezes blew. 
Aaron could just barely make out bits of the sea through them if he stood 
close, but it couldn’t be helped. He frowned at the bloody scrapes on his 
hands, which stung, and turned to go into the palace. 

At the entrance to the cold, gray structure stood Eva Fathom, arms 
crossed over her chest, watching Aaron. 

“Secretary,” Aaron muttered, using the name she’d gone by for fifty 
years. He didn’t need her nosing around or asking questions right now. 

“Welcome back,” she replied. She didn’t move from the doorway. 
“Where’ve you been?” 

Aaron stopped in front of her. “It’s none of your business. Excuse me,” 
he said. “I have a lot to do today.” He stood several inches taller than the 
curled old woman, but that didn’t keep Aaron from being a bit apprehensive 
around her. He was never sure if he could fully trust her, and the two 
occasionally butted heads. Still, she had been Secretary to the High Priest 
Justine for decades before the ruler’s untimely death, and Aaron was 
Justine’s most fervent fan. Surely the former high priest had had good 


reason to trust Secretary. Aaron just hadn’t figured out what that reason was 
yet. 

The woman stepped aside to let Aaron in. She followed him up to his 
office. “How shall I assist you today?” she asked when Aaron sat down at 
his desk. 

Aaron studied her through narrowed eyes. “Aren’t you going to ask 
about the hole in the wall?” 

Secretary’s voice was smooth. “You’ll tell me eventually if there is 
something you need me to know about it, High Priest.” 

“So you didn’t see those big—those big jalopies on the sea?” 

The woman hesitated, puzzled. “You mean ships?” she asked. 

“Whatever they are. A dozen of them. Headed to Artimé.” 

“Oh dear.” A frown passed over her face. “You should send guards over 
to stand in the entrance to Quill and keep intruders out. It’s wide open these 
days, isn’t it?” 

“Good idea. Why don’t you tell them to get over there.” 

Eva stepped outside the office to take care of the orders. While she was 
gone, Aaron picked up a dull pencil and drew a very crooked triangle on a 
piece of paper, for the sheer reason that he could now that he was high 
priest. Besides, the distraction helped him think. He drew some other 
shapes too. Rectangles, like the sails of the ships. Before he knew it, he was 
drawing lines to connect them. 

Secretary cleared her throat. She’d returned, unheard. 

Abruptly, Aaron stopped drawing and looked up. He set down the pencil. 
“We need more than guards. We need to wall in the entrance to Quill,” he 
said. “Immediately. We—Haluki allowed Quill to be vulnerable for too 
long.” 

Secretary’s brow furrowed, the wrinkles in her forehead deepening such 
that they resembled tree bark. 

Before she could speak, Aaron lifted a hand. “Don’t even begin to argue 
with me,” he warned. “It’s my duty to keep Quill safe, and that is what I 
shall do. We’ll need a team of Necessaries to get to work immediately—and 
not my father this time, please.” He gave the woman a sour look, as if his 
father’s visit to the palace had been her fault. 

“But—” Secretary began. 

“Ut-tut-tut!” Aaron replied. “What did I say?” 

Eva Fathom closed her icy lips. 


Aaron watched her face, suddenly wondering what she was going to say 
but too proud to ask her now. 

“Very well.” She nodded. As she turned to carry out Aaron’s wishes, her 
face wore the smuggest smile Aaron had ever seen. 

Somewhere deep inside him, Aaron began to panic. 





Skyfall 


Alex rushed to Sky’s side just as Henry came running. 

“Is she breathing?” Alex cried. “Is she dead? She can’t be dead!” 

Henry was silent as he checked over Sky. After a moment he looked 
around frantically and shouted, “Ms. Morning!” He turned to Samheed and 
squeaked, “For Jim’s sake, get Alex out of here. He’s making me nervous.” 

Samheed pulled Alex out of the way. Alex, numb, could do nothing but 
watch as Henry and Ms. Morning worked feverishly over the girl. A 
thousand memories pummeled his brain: Sky and Crow unconscious on the 
raft. Sky finally waking up on that fateful day. Sky inching away and 
spitting water in Alex’s face. Sky stoic and silent on the roof as Alex cried. 
Sky bringing him the model of the mansion, helping Alex figure out how to 
get Artimé back. Sky on the pirate ship’s stairway, startling Alex with a 
kiss. And Sky on a raft once more, determined to save her mother. 

“She’s not breathing,” Alex heard somebody say. 

“Oh no,” he whispered, leaning heavily against the door frame of the 
hospital wing. “No. No.” He wanted to scream it. He couldn’t bear to lose 
her. Not now. Not after everything. He gripped his robe—the robe that Sky 
had hemmed for him so it wouldn’t drag on the floor. He stood on his 
tiptoes, trying to see around the crowd of nurses, trying to see her face. If 
only he could see her face. . . . “Sky!” he screamed. “Your mother—you 
have to breathe! We need to save your mother!” Several in the room turned 
to look at him, their faces growing scared. 

“Alex,” Samheed said, his voice wretched. He gripped Alex’s arm 
tighter. “Pull it together, man.” 

“Sky!” Alex yelled again, and then he stopped and shot Samheed a wild 
look. “Where’s Crow?” 

Samheed shrugged, helpless. “I don’t know. I saw him, I mean .. . I 
think he’s fine.” 

“Do you think she’s... ?” 

“T don’t know, Al.” 


Alex knew that he should try to find Crow, let him know his sister was 
hurt. Or dying. Or... dead. But he couldn’t move. His feet were cemented 
to the floor. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 

More and more Artiméans rushed in carrying injured humans and 
creatures, filling up the beds. 

“What are they doing to her?” Alex asked. 

“Tt’s hard to tell,” Samheed said. 

“She can’t die. Not after everything.” 

Samheed looked on with Alex and nodded. “I know. It’s not right.” 

Just then there was a flurry of activity at Sky’s side. 

“Roll her on her side!” Ms. Morning shouted. “Quickly!” 

Alex strained to see what was happening. “Sky, please!” he cried out as 
his insides ached and trembled. Samheed didn’t try to quiet him. 

After a moment of stillness, there was another burst of movement. Henry 
lifted something in the air and shouted in triumph, “Okay, Sky—now 
breathe!” 

Another agonizing moment passed. And then Alex thought he heard a 
hoarse cough. 

“Atta girl,” Ms. Morning said. “That’s it. Get it all out.” 

Before Alex’s eyes, Sky sat up, coughing and hacking, sucking in air. 

A cheer arose. Alex broke free from Samheed’s grasp and ran to her 
bedside, squeezing past the people who surrounded her. She coughed a bit 
more, and when she stopped, Alex spoke her name. “Sky?” 

She turned, seeing him for the first time, and smiled weakly. “Hey.” 

Alex flung his arms around her. There was nothing that could possibly 
feel better right now than her dirt-covered cheek on his, and her ragged 
breath against his neck. 





The New Unwanteds 


While Sky was left to spend a few hours recovering in the hospital ward 
with the dozens of other injured, Alex and Samheed found Lani and 
Meghan at the shore hard at work. They and several others had all the 
people of Warbler lined up and shackled to keep them contained until 
Artimé could figure out what to do with them. 

Simber and a bunch of squirrelicorns flew out over the water behind the 
fleet, plucking up any additional Warblerans who were falling off the sides 
of the ships as their spells wore off. They brought them to the shore, where 
Meghan took over, stripping them of their weapons, shackling their wrists, 
and walking them over to the others. 

Almost all the newcomers were children, and they looked scared. Their 
ages varied, but most looked around ten or eleven, like Henry and Crow. 
Some a little older. They pleaded with their orange eyes. Others cried 
silently or looked at the ground. None of them made a sound, of course. 

Alex looked them over carefully, not yet sure what he was going to do 
with them. They seemed harmless enough. He glanced over his shoulder at 
Meghan. “See if you can find Crow and ask him to come here, will you? He 
may still be in the library.” 

“Be right back.” Meghan took off for the mansion. 

Alex turned back to the silent prisoners. “Well, here you all are,” he 
mused. “Abandoned.” They didn’t look like criminals at all. “Look,” he 
said matter-of-factly, “when you surprised us by parachuting in, we didn’t 
know what we were facing. We cast some spells on you to keep the 
situation under control, but none of them were painful. Looking back, I now 
understand that somebody probably strapped a parachute to you and put you 
in a catapult, and you maybe didn’t have any say in that. But the reason I’m 
angry with you is that once you got here, you attacked us with knives and 
you hurt people. You did that all on your own. And I’m wondering why 
you’d do such a thing. Did we hurt you in some way when we went to 
Warbler to rescue our friends?” 


Several Warbler children burst into silent tears. Alex couldn’t look at 
them. He had to figure out if there was evil in these children. He needed to 
know if they felt bad about what they did, and if he could trust them not to 
hurt anyone else. He took his time studying each face. By the time he had 
looked at them all, the entire group had dissolved into remorse. 

Alex softened. “Listen, guys. We do things a little differently in Artimé.” 
His voice grew kind. “You see, we found ourselves here because we were 
Unwanted and Purged from our society in Quill, which lies beyond that 
wall.” He paused as the children of Warbler lifted their heads to look where 
he was pointing. “It appears your ruler has used you and left you for dead,” 
he said. “Which I guess makes you Unwanted too.” 

A girl in the front row raised her shackled hands to her lips. A boy 
behind her touched her elbow. Another girl gazed across the water at the 
retreating ships, lip quivering. 

Suddenly Alex realized they didn’t understand. To him, now, being 
Unwanted was a good thing. But the term still held its nasty bite to the 
children before him, stuck in this precarious position. “First,” he said 
hastily, “I want you to know that we consider Unwanted people to be very 
special. But I know—it feels terrible.” He nodded solemnly and wondered 
about these children’s parents. Did they know they’d be losing their 
children today? And were they as okay with it as Alex’s parents were? 
Maybe these children actually wanted to go back to Warbler. 

He frowned, trying to imagine what Mr. Today would say, and then 
followed his instincts. “Well, we have a few options here. Let’s see. Does 
anyone wish to be returned to Warbler? We will get you there safely. Don’t 
be afraid.” When no one moved, Alex said, “Uh, you don’t need to answer 
yet—let me give you all the options first.” He turned when he heard 
footsteps coming up the path toward him. 

“Ah, good,” Alex said, relieved. “Crow, can you interpret for us?” 

“Sure,” Crow said. He scanned the group. “Hey,” he said. His eyes 
alighted on the blond girl in the front. A look of recognition passed between 
them. Crow studied her teary face for a long minute, and then turned to 
Alex. “You can ask them the questions yourself. But they can’t answer with 
the shackles on.” 

“Oh. Of course. Which—?” 

“Her,” Crow said, pointing to the girl. “I know her.” 


Alex bent down next to Crow and said in a low voice, “Do you want to 
try to release the shackles?” 

Crow shook his head. He wasn’t very good at magic. “You do it.” 

Alex did. The shackles fell to the ground. The girl rubbed her wrists and 
signed, “Thank you.” 

“Can you tell us... anything?” Alex wasn’t sure where to start. “Why 
did they use children in the catapults? Why did they leave you all here?” 

The girl’s hands flew through the air. Crow watched. Sam and Lani did 
too, since they’d begun learning this language, but soon it was clear by the 
looks on their faces that they were lost. Every now and then Crow stopped 
her and reported her answers, and before long, the whole story came out. 

“It was the parents,” Crow said. “When they heard that Queen Eagala 
was going to attack, and how she was going to do it with the catapults, the 
parents began a secret mission to send the children on shore to fight. They 
convinced Queen Eagala’s ruling board that the catapults could fit more 
children because they are smaller. Their plan all along was to retreat 
without going back for them.” 

“What? That’s terrible!” Lani cried. 

“Tt’s just like Quill,” Samheed muttered. 

“T can’t believe it,” Meghan said. 

The girl began signing faster. 

“No,” Crow said. He jumped up and down, trying to get the Unwanteds’ 
attention. “Not like Quill. Listen.” 

Alex held up a hand to quiet everyone and addressed Crow. “What are 
you saying?” 

“She says the people of Warbler—their parents—convinced the ruling 
board to send the children to attack because their parents were trying to 
save the kids.” He looked at the girl, whose hands had slowed. “Their 
parents did it so the children could escape Warbler for good. To give them a 
chance here in Artimé.” He turned to Alex. “They did it out of love.” 

“So they’re not Unwanted at all,” Alex said. He tried to imagine what it 
would be like to have to send your children off when you didn’t actually 
want to, in order to save them. It was kind of like what Lani’s parents did 
when they sent her to the Death Farm. Only she didn’t know it at first. 

Samheed didn’t look convinced. “How do you know she’s telling the 
truth?” 


Crow shrugged. “Because I know her. But mostly because that’s what 
parents are supposed to do.” 


A Journey into Quill 


Later, with the nurses caring for the injured and several of Alex’s trusted 
friends monitoring the Warbler children to be sure they weren’t tricking the 
people of Artimé, Alex turned his thoughts back to the events of the 
previous night. Something had been bothering him. 

He knew what it was, of course, but hadn’t had a spare moment to think 
about it. Now that things were settling down a bit, Alex frowned, deep in 
thought. Anger bubbled up inside him. He slipped past the busy Artiméans 
and made his way with a firm step up the stairs, across the balcony, and 
down the last hallway on the left. At the end of it, he turned right and 
entered the tube. He pressed the first button. 

In an instant he was reaching through the tube opening, feeling for the 
closet doors in the dark. He found them and pushed them open, stepped into 
Haluki’s stuffy office, and strode through the house to the front door, letting 
himself out into the overpowering desert heat of Quill. He walked up the 
short, dusty road to the larger main road that encircled Quill, and headed up 
the hill toward the palace. 

As he drew near his identical twin brother’s lackluster residence, 
portions of his angry inner rant broke through his lips like bursts of steam 
from a kettle. He approached the rickety old gate. Two guards stood on the 
other side. “Open up,” he growled at the guards. 

There was a moment of confusion as they looked at Alex, clearly 
mistaking him for Aaron but taken aback by the bright color of Alex’s robe. 
“Tt’s the brother,” one of them muttered. “I seen ’im before, wearing one a 
those ugly robes. Don’t let him in.” 

The guards stood fast. 

Alex clenched his jaw. He was in no mood for an argument. “Open the 
gate,” he said through gritted teeth, “or I'll blast you.” 

The guards drew their rusty metal weapons. 

Alex’s brain had nearly heated to a boil. With a split-second movement, 
he reached inside his robe, pulled out two abstract spells, and flung them at 
the guards. Immediately their appendages spun around their bodies to 


different sockets, and their eyes and ears rearranged with their noses and 
mouths. The guards lost their balance and stumbled about, crying out. 

Alex focused on the chain and lock and muttered, “Release.” 

The chain fell in pieces to the dirt. Alex kicked the lock aside, opened 
the gate, and went up the driveway toward the palace door. Without 
comment, he stunned the door guard with a soliloquy. Inside the palace, 
Alex stood and looked around for a moment, unsure where to go. It had 
been a while since he’d been here, and he’d never gone upstairs before, but 
he had an inkling that would be where the palace chambers and offices 
would be. 

He took the stairs two at a time. At the top, he rounded the corner and 
nearly ran smack into someone. 

It was Eva Fathom, Carina’s mother. She gasped at the sight of him, then 
clapped her hand to her mouth, too late to stop it. 

Alex stopped short and fought the urge to turn around and go the other 
way. Eva’s betrayal, choosing Quill over Artimé and helping Aaron take 
down the magical world and its leader, still stung quite a bit. He cringed but 
held her gaze, and waited for her to shout a warning to Aaron that he was 
coming. 

The two stood frozen, staring at one another in a most intense way, each 
wondering what the other would do next. After what seemed to Alex like 
the longest second in the history of time, Eva Fathom wordlessly stepped 
aside and pointed out the door to Aaron’s office. 


Confrontation at the Palace 


Alex remained still a moment longer, confused and surprised, and then 
brusquely nodded his thanks. He turned on his heel toward the office door 
while Eva slipped downstairs at a frightening speed for an old woman. 

Alex shoved the door open. It slammed against the wall, and a giant 
hinge broke off, which made a dissonant clang when it bounced on the 
stone floor. 

The High Priest Aaron Stowe jumped out of his seat, yelling out in 
fright. His pencil went flying, and the paper he was doodling on slipped to 
the floor. “What do you want?” Aaron demanded, once he realized it was 
his brother standing before him. “Secretary!” 

But Eva Fathom had been just swift enough to make it outside and, 
arguably, out of earshot. Alex caught a glimpse of her from Aaron’s 
window, walking along as if she hadn’t heard. 

Alex picked up the paper, looking at Aaron’s ship drawings in disgust. 
He faced his brother, and the anger welled up again. He slammed the paper 
down on Aaron’s desk and gave him a cool stare. “You’re a disgusting 
coward.” 

Aaron looked on in disdain. “Please,” he said with a sneer. “I’m the high 
priest of Quill. You’ll treat me with respect.” He snatched the paper and 
turned it facedown, out of Alex’s reach. 

Alex laughed bitterly. “Right. Like how you treat me?” 

“I don’t have to treat you with respect,” Aaron said. “You’re nobody.” 

“I see.” Alex toyed with the spell components in his robe pocket. “Well, 
it may surprise you to realize that I am not under your command, so I don’t 
have to respect you. Nor do I. But I’m not here to quibble about that. I’m 
here to call you a coward, and to inform you that if you don’t do a better job 
of protecting our island, you might not remain high priest for long.” 

Aaron glanced out the window at the forty-foot wall around Quill. “I’m 
taking care of my island just fine. In fact, further reinforcements go into 
place today.” 

“We protected you.” 


“From?” 

“From Warbler Island’s attack. You saw the ships.” 

Aaron barely shifted. “They weren’t attacking Quill.” 

“We all live on this island, Aaron. And they didn’t get into Quill because 
we kept them at bay on our shore! We protected your people. And what did 
you do? You ran away and hid.” Alex could feel the bile rising to his throat. 
“You’re such a stinking coward! Next time we’ll let them in and point them 
in the direction of your cruddy palace.” 

“No, actually, you won’t,” Aaron said coolly. “After today, there will no 
longer be an entrance into Quill.” 

“What?” Alex looked confused for a moment, and then his eyes flew to 
the window once more. “You filled in the hole in the wall?” he said. “Why 
would you want to do that?” 

“And we’re blocking over the space where the gate was as well. You’ ll 
have to continue fighting battles on your own. I’m not interested. Justine 
had it right. And I have it even more right. There will no longer be any 
vulnerable parts to our fortress.” 

Alex gripped his head in frustration. “Aaron, not that I care to help you, 
but that’s a huge mistake. Just because you can’t see things happening 
doesn’t mean they aren’t happening! Besides, some of your Quillens visit 

Aaron cut him off. “Actually, the fact that all of you exist is the huge 
mistake, and I do blame Justine for not being aware of what her nasty 
brother was doing. And I’m not stopping there. Once we’ve walled over the 
gate, PII be blockading your magical entrance to Haluki’s house. Since you 
haven’t destroyed your evil tube in Artimé, I’m going to have to do it here. 
We’ ll never have to see each other again.” 

Alex seethed. “Fine. You need us more than we need you, anyway.” 

“Ha! Tell that to all the Unwanteds and Necessaries you starved. They’re 
all here in Quill!” 

Alex worked his jaw. “When you come to regret this, remember that you 
sealed your own fate—literally. If you wall off all access, it will be for 
forever if I have anything to say about it.” He pulled himself up to his full 
height. “You want to cut all ties? That’s completely fine with me. I don’t 
need you in my life—you’re just a cowardly, annoying fly buzzing about, 
being worthless.” He went on, growing more stubborn and reckless by the 


minute. “But make no mistake. If you do it, Artimé will never, ever help 
you again. Never.” 

“As if Ineed help from a bunch of Unwanted losers.” 

Alex glared at his brother. He glanced at the drawing on Aaron’s desk 
and shook his head, disgusted. “You could have been one of us.” 

“Death would’ve been a better option.” 

Alex clenched and unclenched his fists. And just before he turned to 
leave, he did something he knew was completely, utterly wrong. He wound 
up and punched Aaron smack in the jaw. 

Aaron reeled, off balance, and flipped over his desk, landing hard on his 
back on the floor. He grunted, the wind knocked out of him. 

“That’s for the day in the rain when we were ten,” Alex said. He shook 
his hand out, adjusted his robe around his neck, and set off, out of the 
palace. 





Paying Respects 


Instead of heading straight to Haluki’s house to take the tube back to 
Artimé, after he released the spells he’d put on the guards at the gate, Alex 
found himself wandering through the sectors of Quill. He ignored the 
glances from Quillens and walked, stone-faced, in one particular direction, 
as though propelled there by a mystical force. 

Soon he found himself in the Ancients Sector, standing in front of the 
burial grounds. 

Alex hadn’t been here in years—not since he was a little boy, spending 
the day helping his father dig graves. How grotesque, Alex thought now, 
about this job that could really be very meaningful. But here in Quill it was 
ordinary and emotionless when you knew no one cared about the dead. 
There was no mourning. As he thought about the grave he sought, he began 
to worry that Aaron had turned it into some sort of mockery, a reason to 
rejoice. Alex imagined a sign celebrating the death of the Death Farmer 
himself . . . the Death Farmer who had tricked all of Quill for dozens of 
years. Who had defeated Quill once already, to the High Priest Aaron’s 
great shame. Alex wished he’d demanded to bury Mr. Today’s body himself 
back when Aaron had delivered the mage’s robe to him. But by then it had 
been too late. He picked up his pace, dreading what he might find. 

He walked over to the small building and began to read the names of the 
recent dead. He scanned the list, recognizing a few surnames—Quillens 
who had died in the skirmish that broke out after Artimé disappeared. And 
then he saw it. 

Marcus Today—89-25 

“Eighty-nine dash twenty-five,” Alex whispered. He dodged a Necessary 
worker and hurried over to the burial area, searching for row eighty-nine. 
When he found it, he swept his eyes down the row, expecting to see some 
sort of display taunting the death of the great mage of Artimé. 

Nothing stood out. Alex made his way down the row, counting out the 
mounds of dirt until he came to number twenty-five. It looked like all the 


others—completely forgotten. He was a distant memory here, just like 
everyone else. 

Alex knelt down, placing his hand on top of the hot dirt. He felt like he 
should say something, but there was nothing adequate coming from the 
void inside him, so he remained quiet and stared at the dirt as a bead of 
sweat dripped from his temple to the tip of his nose and landed on the 
grave. 

After a time Alex rose. Heavyhearted, he turned back toward the road, 
but on his first step he kicked something in the dirt alongside Mr. Today’s 
grave. He bent over and picked it up, shaking off the dust. It was a dried 
flower. Sort of, anyway—it wasn’t like any flower in Artimé. But Alex felt 
like he’d seen a flower like this before somewhere. 

“In Quill?” he muttered. He knew there were no flowers here. “Oh,” he 
said after a moment. “The Favored Farm.” He’d been there on a few secret 
excursions, stealing food when all was lost in Artimé. This flower was a 
blossom from a pumpkin vine. 

He gave it a quizzical look, then set it on top of Mr. Today’s grave. 
“Someone brought a flower for you,” he murmured. “How strange. I 
wonder who it was.” 

After a moment, Alex rose once more and walked back toward the road, 
keeping his eyes low whenever he passed a Necessary at work. He knew 
that with his colorful robe, he couldn’t help but stand out. But he didn’t 
want to talk to anybody. Artimé, with its injured and its new inhabitants, 
called out to him—he had to get back. 

As Alex turned out of row eighty-nine, a familiar, stooped figure caught 
his eye. Alex’s stomach clenched and he took in a sharp breath. 

The man looked up at the noise. His tired eyes widened and then flitted 
to Alex’s robe, and a sense of recognition spread across the man’s face. 

“Hello, Father,” Alex said. 

The realization on Mr. Stowe’s face turned quickly to fear. He looked 
around wildly, this way and that, as if he were being watched, and then 
darted up the steps to the burial building and disappeared inside. 

Alex stood for a moment, trying to figure out what had just happened. 
Trying to determine what he was supposed to do now. Go after him? Not a 
chance. Alex had been just fine with not seeing his parents ever again. 
Although, he had to admit he was curious about his new siblings. Had his 
mother had the babies yet? She must have, by now. 


He frowned at the door to the burial building. When his father didn’t 
return, Alex shrugged and headed down a street that cut through the heart of 
Quill, out of the Ancients Sector, and through the Wanted Sector. He skirted 
the amphitheater in the Commons where he’d been Purged and went down a 
row of houses in what looked to be a deserted Necessary neighborhood. 

Deserted, Alex thought with a snort, because all the Necessaries had 
escaped from Quill to Artimé, not the other way around. Sure, Artimé had 
lost a few people to Quill during the tough times, like Cole Wickett. Alex 
wondered what Cole was doing now. But the majority of the movers were 
moving into Artimé, not out of it. 

As he pondered the whereabouts of Cole Wickett and company, Alex 
came across two neighboring houses with a strange, bluish-white glow 
coming from the windows. He looked from one house to the other, 
scratched his head, and looked again, wondering if the desert heat in Quill 
was making him see things. After a moment he shuffled off, leaving the 
mystery unsolved, and pushed onward to Haluki’s house. 

On the step he hesitated, thinking about Aaron’s plan to cut all ties. 
“Good-bye forever, I guess,” he said to nobody. With a shrug, he went 
inside the house to Haluki’s office, stepped into the tube, and went home. 





Seeds of a New Plan 


The High Priest Aaron, straining for breath as he stared at the gray ceiling 
of his office, muttered, “Well, I suppose I deserved that.” After a moment 
more, he picked himself up off the floor, using the corner of his desk to pull 
himself up to standing. He leaned against the desk and gently fingered his 
cheek, then opened his mouth, gingerly testing his jaw’s hinges to see if 
anything was broken. It was a pretty impressive punch, he had to admit. He 
picked up the paper from his desk and turned it over, looking at his 
scribbles for a long moment. Then he folded it and put it in a drawer, 
slipping it under his two remaining heart attack spells. 

He wasn’t sure why he wasn’t mad at Alex for punching him. Truth be 
told, as much as he pretended to have it all together, Aaron had been 
constantly second-guessing himself lately. He’d felt driven by fear, and 
frankly, that bothered him some. But now going back to Justine’s ways 
seemed right. If only he could be absolutely sure that he could protect 
himself and Quill from everything, he’d be able to relax a little. Because 
right now, after that attack on Artimé, things were way too dangerous. He 
just had to get the last reinforcements in place. Once Quill was stabilized, 
Aaron could focus on his future plans . . . taking over Artimé and getting rid 
of the Unwanteds once and for all. 

He thought about the dark, musky-smelling jungle where he’d been last 
night, and fear tore through him anew. He’d been so close to getting 
attacked. What luck that the creature had backed off at the last moment. The 
night was a blur to Aaron. He still wasn’t sure how he’d managed to get his 
shackles off. 

“Secretary!” he yelled, trying to clear the jungle from his mind. “Is the 
opening to Artimé secure?” She didn’t answer. He went to the door and 
shouted for her once more. 

After searching all around the palace for Secretary, to no avail, Aaron 
finally began barking orders at the guards to arrange to have the back 
hallway of the palace blocked off so no one could get in through the 
magical passageway that Mr. Today had once used. And as long as the old 


hag was actually taking care of the gate to Artimé, that left only the tube... 
and Aaron would take care of that himself. 

He looked around the palace, gathering tools, and made his way past the 
portcullis to Haluki’s house. Once inside, he entered the office and opened 
the closet. He peered at the tube, wondering how it was attached and how to 
dismantle it. It seemed to be freestanding. Aaron pushed against it, trying to 
tip it, but it didn’t budge. 

He wandered through Haluki’s house, looking for anything at all he 
could use to cover the opening in the glass. Some tin, perhaps. Or a blanket. 
But neither would be hard to break through. 

Aaron would have to destroy the button, he supposed, which would 
prevent someone from going into Artimé. But would that prevent someone 
from arriving here? Aaron didn’t know. It was a puzzling phenomenon to 
begin with, this magic. Still, he didn’t want Artiméans able to get into Quill 
to attack without him having the same advantage. 

He scratched his head. Maybe he was being hasty. Was it really a bad 
thing that he could stage a surprise attack on his brother, right in the heart of 
Alex’s own office? “Perhaps a lock on the closet doors,” Aaron murmured. 
He closed the double doors to the closet and looked at the knobs, trying to 
imagine a way to lock them so that anyone trying to come to Quill through 
the tube would be stuck inside the closet. 

He’d have to fashion something, he supposed. A tiny thrill ran up his 
spine as he thought about it—the design it would take. It reminded him of 
the excitement he’d felt when he’d designed the Favored Farm and when 
he’d thought he’d figured out how to solve the oil problem that the 
Quillitary was having with the vehicles using too much of their drinking 
water. It was like a different part of his brain woke up. 

Aaron searched the house again, coming up with a thin, rusty chain 
attached to a yoke, which had once supported water buckets. It would have 
to do for now. Anything to block off the strange tube. What if that creature 
in the jungle figured out how to use it? It wasn’t impossible that it could 
press a few buttons by accident and find its way into Quill. 

As Aaron wound the chain around the doorknobs, he frowned. That 
creature had had every chance to attack Aaron. But it didn’t. It was like it 
understood Aaron’s words. Did it—could it possibly—? 

“No,” Aaron said, almost embarrassed to think it. But why else? “Did it 
somehow sense that I am the high priest of Quill?” There in Haluki’s office, 


it sounded ridiculous. But so did a magical world called Artimé, yet that 
existed. 

Still he wondered. The thought of creatures from other realms obeying 
his commands was enough to get Aaron’s blood pumping. If he could 
command creatures like that, it would be so much easier to take over 
Artimé. 

As he worked the chain, his fingers slowed. Aaron bit his lip. It was 
daylight now. Perhaps... 

He stood there contemplating for a long moment. And then slowly, with 
trembling fingers, he worked the chain the other way until it slithered to the 
floor at his feet. The closet doors popped open, and once again, Aaron 
stepped inside. 


Wrapping Up Loose Ends 


After making the rounds once more, checking on the injured and stopping 
for a meeting with Mr. Appleblossom about how to handle the new children 
from Warbler, Alex took the tube to the lounge. He waved to Fox and 
Kitten in the band, stopped to greet Earl, the lounge blackboard, and made 
his way over to the booth where his friends had gathered. 

“Alex!” Lani exclaimed. “I thought you were too cool for this place 
now.” She grinned. Once jealous that Mr. Today had chosen Alex over her 
as his successor, Lani, after all she’d been through as a prisoner on Warbler, 
no longer held any animosity toward Alex about that. 

“T think this place is probably too cool for me,” Alex said with a laugh. 
“T miss this.” He squeezed in next to Sky, who was feeling back to her old 
self now that she could breathe. She smiled and dropped her eyes as she 
scooted to make room. 

“At least we’re all together again,” Meghan said, and Samheed nodded. 
Sean and Carina came over and pulled up chairs to join them, and, as it was 
crowded, Sean tapped the table and the entire booth grew a bit to 
accommodate them all. He signaled to the lounge server, who in no time 
brought out a round of creamy orange drinks for everyone. 

“How are the injured?” Lani asked Carina. 

“Lots of them have been fixed up and sent to their rooms already,” 
Carina said. She leaned her head back against the seat, tired from a long day 
in the hospital wing. “Most had scrapes, bruises, that sort of thing. A few 
deep gashes, a handful of concussions, and some broken bones. But 
everybody is stable.” 

“That’s good to hear,” Lani said. 

“Henry’s really developing his skills for medicine,” Carina added. “He’s 
keeping everybody comfortable and relatively free of pain, which is 
something we weren’t able to do last time we had a battle, so I think we’re 
really improving.” 

“That would be good,” Samheed said, remembering the fight he once 
had with his father, when Mr. Appleblossom had come to his aid. His face 


had ached for days. 

“Are you feeling all right, Sky?” Sean asked. 

“T’m totally fine,” Sky said. Her bronze cheeks deepened in color. “I just 
feel kind of stupid about it. I mean, what kind of idiot inhales a rock?” 

The group laughed, and Meghan said, “Well, that boulder did explode 
into a billion pieces right in front of you as you were casting a tuba spell. 
How could it miss? Well done on that, by the way.” 

Alex glanced sidelong at Sky. “You’re casting spells now?” he asked. 

She shrugged. “I had the components. Figured I’d try, at least.” 

“She did it, too,” Meghan said. 

“Third attempt,” Sky added. 

Alex smiled. He knew not to say anything—he’d learned a lot about 
when to shut up from Lani since they’d first found themselves here in 
Artimé. He knew that Sky had jumbled feelings about whether she 
belonged in Artimé, and whether she was creative enough to do magic. As 
much as he and Meghan had tried to explain to her that everybody in the 
world was creative in their own ways, Sky had kept her distance when it 
came to embracing the Unwanted status. Not because she didn’t feel 
worthy, but because she wanted to prove herself valuable without being 
magical. Which she had, multiple times. 

“When the rocks started coming at me, I figured I ought to give it a try 
before getting crushed to death,” Sky said agreeably. And then she added as 
a warning, “Don’t get used to it, though. I tried it once, but I didn’t really 
enjoy it, so I probably won’t be doing that again.” 

“You never have to,” Alex said. He sipped his orange cream, and the 
others fell into a pleasant silence. It was good to be together. “I saw my 
father today,” he said. “First time since the Purge.” 

Meghan frowned. “On purpose? Did he come here?” 

“No, I ran into him when I went into Quill to take care of a few things.” 
He rubbed his sore knuckles. “Aaron, for one. He’s planning on walling 
over the gate between Artimé and Quill. He’s going back to Justine’s ways, 
and then some.” 

“Fear, fear, fear,” Sean said, his voice angry. “And what about the people 
who like to go back and forth now? They have to choose one place or the 
other, permanently?” 

Alex shrugged. “Don’t get too worked up. I figure we can blast the wall 
down anytime we want. It’s not like they’ll notice—nobody in the 


government ever comes near the gate anymore.” 

“Oh,” Sean said. After a moment he chuckled. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

Alex sniffed. “That’s why I’m the mage around here.” 

Sean punched him lightly in the arm. “I guess that’s why they pay you 
the big bucks.” 

Samheed frowned. “Huh?” 

Carina waved him off. “Never mind Sean. He’s been reading some of the 
new books that washed ashore this afternoon. That was a line from one of 
them. We have no idea what it means, but it seems to fit.” 

“New books?” Lani exclaimed. “Where?” 

“They’re spread out on a table in the dining room, drying.” 

“Where’d they come from?” Alex asked. 

“Probably that thing that exploded in the sky,” Meghan said, slurping the 
last of her drink. 

“Ah,” Alex said. He’d forgotten about that in all the craziness of the 
attack. “I suppose in the morning we ought to recover it and pull it ashore.” 

“The plan is already in place,” Carina said. “I’m going to head it up, if 
that’s okay.” 

“That’s great,” Alex said. “Thanks. Now I just need to figure out what to 
do with all the Warbler children in the long term. I talked to Mr. 
Appleblossom, and I think we should observe them for a while before we 
trust them to run around completely freely, don’t you?” 

Everyone but Sky nodded in agreement. 

“It’s not like they’re in jail or anything. Mr. Appleblossom is keeping 
them entertained,” Meghan said. “I’m helping, along with a bunch of 
others.” 

“I think they’re telling the truth about their parents sending them,” Sky 
interjected, “but I understand why you need to be careful.” 

Alex flashed her a sympathetic smile. “If they’d all washed ashore on 
rafts, it would be different.” 

“I know. I get it.” 

Alex reached under the table and squeezed Sky’s hand. She squeezed 
back. “Good,” he said. “Well, that frees me up to prepare for the next big 
thing.” He turned to look at Sky full-on. “Are you finally ready to rescue 
your mother?” 

“Not quite,” Sky said, rolling her eyes. “Let me think of five other life- 
threatening things to do first.” She grinned. 


Alex blushed in return. Every time Sky smiled at him, he felt like he lost 
half his brain. 

“Well, I’m ready,” Samheed said, excitement building in his voice. “Ms. 
Octavia says we’re good to go whenever you are.” He was eager to be on 
the rescuing end of things this time. 

“We should be all set to go in a day or two. I just have a few things to 
prepare first,’ Alex said, turning his focus back to their next task. “How 
does that sound?” 

No one hesitated. They were ready and eager. 

He shoved his empty glass to the middle of the table and got to his feet. 
“Carina, keep me posted on that . . . that thing out there in the water. And 
Meg, let me know how it’s going with the Warbler children. Make sure they 
have everything they need, you know, to give them comfort, or whatever.” 
The idea of Warbler parents trying to give their children a better life still 
astounded Alex. 

When they’d tubed back to the main entryway of the mansion and said 
good night, Meghan pulled Alex aside. “That must have been quite a shock, 
seeing your father. What did he say to you when you saw him?” she asked. 

“Nothing,” Alex said. “Not one thing.” He thought about the strange, 
frightened look on his father’s face. “He took one look at me and went the 
other way.” 

Meghan nodded sympathetically, both of them sorely reminded of the 
fact that there are some things magic can’t fix. 





Another Creature 


Th the tube in Haluki’s office, Aaron hit the tube’s single button, which took 
him to the kitchenette in Artimé’s mansion. He poked his head out of the 
opening in the glass to make sure no one had noticed his presence. It was 
deserted and quiet. Aaron turned his attention to the buttons before him, 
wondering which of them would take him back to the jungle. He’d 
forgotten about his mad dash to push them all at once, which is what had 
brought him there in the first place. This might not be quite as easy as he 
thought. He studied them, wiping his clammy hands on his pants, and then, 
in a moment of brilliance, he took a deep breath and pressed them all at 
once, like he had done before. 

In an instant he was thrust into the musky-smelling jungle. A few thin 
streaks of bright sunlight made their way through to the jungle floor, but 
most of the area surrounding Aaron was shaded by a canopy of leaves. 

Aaron stood completely still, hand poised on the button that would take 
him back to the mansion. Only his eyes traveled as he canvassed the area, 
looking for anything that moved. 

When his gaze passed over the ground directly in front of the tube, he 
saw the shackles. They were intact, not smashed. The cuffs were open, as if 
their locking mechanisms had been released. Cautiously, Aaron crouched 
down, picked up the shackles, and pulled them inside the tube. They could 
be useful someday. 

While crouched, Aaron dared a glance behind him through the glass. 
Nothing moved. 

After a moment, Aaron stood up. He took a few steps outside the tube, 
ready to bolt back inside it again at the sight of anything alarming. It was 
then that he realized the gigantic rock was gone. 

Aaron’s lips parted in surprise. Where could it be? He looked all around. 
Was he confused? He couldn’t have imagined it. He took a few steps toward 
the clearing, then a few more, and peered down a path. There was no big 
rock anywhere to be seen. 


When he heard a rustling in the leaves, Aaron whirled around, realizing 
how far he’d strayed from the tube. His eyes scanned the jungle floor, 
unsure where the rustling noise came from. He crept toward the tube, 
looking in every direction as he moved. “Who’s there?” he called out in a 
loud whisper. 

From a clump of brown and orange leaves, a small body emerged with 
exactly the same colorings as its background. He had the floppy ears of a 
dog and the wagging tail of a dog, and for all manner of speaking he quite 
probably was a dog, though his strange brown and orange coloring threw 
Aaron a bit. The dog smiled, his two perfect rows of tiny, pointy teeth 
fitting together like puzzle pieces. 

Aaron ran for safety in the tube. The creature continued smiling 
pleasantly and dipped his head, almost as if to bow. His ears brushed the 
ground. 

“D-d-do you know who I am?” Aaron asked. 

The dog tilted his head. 

Aaron took a step toward it. “I’m the high priest of Quill.” 

The creature’s back end wagged, his tail slapping lightly against a 
sapling. 

Aaron looked around. He didn’t see the large black creature anywhere, 
so he took another step toward the friendly little thing. 

The dog stepped closer to Aaron, too. Just as Aaron leaned forward to 
pet him, the dog leaped at him with a shriek, mouth open wide. He dug his 
tiny, sharp teeth into Aaron’s arm. 

“Ow!” Aaron yelled. He shook his arm, trying to get the dog to let go, 
but the dog hung on. He was much heavier than Aaron would have guessed, 
but Aaron didn’t have the wherewithal to speculate about that. His arm hurt 
terribly. “Let go of me!” 

The dog didn’t obey. 

Aaron tried to kick the dog off but succeeded only in hurting his toes. 
The thing had to be made of cement. “Release me!” he cried. 

And just like that, the creature’s jaw unhinged and the dog dropped to 
the ground. 

Aaron grabbed his throbbing, bleeding arm and held it to his body. 
“What in the name of Quill is wrong with you?” He stepped back as the dog 
retreated, still grinning. Then the dog jumped straight into the air and bit 


into a tree branch. He hung there, swinging and grinning, as his body 
slowly changed to the solid brown color of the bark on the tree behind it. 

“Evil thing,” Aaron muttered. Keeping one eye on the dog in the tree, he 
inspected his arm. Dozens of miniature puncture wounds dotted his skin, 
and droplets of blood oozed from them. Aaron lifted his shirttail and 
carefully wrapped it around his arm, holding it tight, and wished for some 
water. This visit was not turning out like he’d expected. 

When a shadow fell over him, Aaron turned and looked up. His mouth 
dropped open. 

It was the rock, its cavelike mouth agape. 

And on top of the rock stood the black creature, crouched low and ready 
to pounce. 


Mountains Bow Down 


Aaron gasped. “No!” he cried out. “Don’t hurt me!” He scrambled toward 
the tube, losing his footing more than once on the uneven ground. When he 
reached it, he turned swiftly with a feeling of dread, fully expecting the 
paws and mouth of the creature to be upon him. He stretched his hand 
toward the button but stopped short of pushing it when he saw that the 
black creature hadn’t moved. She stayed on top of the rock, watching 
Aaron. 

The rock remained still, also watching Aaron. And then its cavelike 
mouth moved, and groaning noises emerged. 

Aaron’s heart thudded. He knew he should push the button. He knew he 
should get to safety. But he was mesmerized. Where had they been? How 
did the rock move? And was it . . . speaking to him? 

In a rumbling voice like distant thunder, the rock spoke. “Where’s 
Marcus?” 

Aaron nearly leaped out of his own skin. “Wh-what?” 

The rock repeated the words, louder this time. “Where’s Marcus?” 

Aaron stared. “He-he’s dead.” 

The rock grumbled in disbelief, and the dog dropped from the tree 
branch and started running around howling. The panther lowered her head. 

Aaron scrambled to read their reactions. “He—he was a good man. 
Wasn’t he? I mean, don’t you agree?” 

“Well, of course!” boomed the rock. The dog and the panther seemed to 
feel the same way. 

Aaron sighed inwardly in relief. He knew now where they stood. All he 
had to do was play this game right. “We all just . . . miss him terribly,” he 
began. “He, ah, he put me in charge. So I’m just checking in on you like he 
asked me to. I’m—I’m sorry it’s been a while. There was, um, a lot to take 
care of. It was all very sudden, you see.” 

The rock regarded him, and rumbled, “So you’re the boy called Alex.” 

It wasn’t a question. 


And in Aaron’s mind, there was barely a moment’s hesitation. If being 
Alex gave him an advantage, then he would be Alex once more—only here, 
there was no one to detect the tiny physical difference between the boys. 
“Yes,” he said. “That’s me.” 

The enormous rock bowed its craggy peak. “I’m sorry to hear of 
Marcus’s death,” he said. “But he told us about you.” 

“He, um, he didn’t tell me much about you, I’m sorry to say,” Aaron 
said. “So... perhaps . . . you could?” 

The rock seemed to frown. “I am the caretaker of the dangerous ones,” 
he said in his rumbling voice. “Mr. Today’s imperfect creations, which are, 
shall we say, not to be trusted.” 

The panther snarled. 

The rock continued. “Marcus couldn’t bear to end it for any of them, so 
he put them here. Ol’ Tater was here for a time, but that was... . 
troublesome.” 

Aaron didn’t know who OI’ Tater was, but he sounded delicious. 

The rock looked at itself. “They can’t hurt me, you see.” 

Aaron tried to look sympathetic, though he wasn’t very good at it. “Do— 
did they hurt Mr. Today?” 

“No. He had a way with them, like you. Yov’ll do fine. It’s putting them 
out there in Artimé with the others that causes problems.” 

The high priest narrowed his eyes. A way with them? Like me? What an 
odd thing to say. “Well,” Aaron said, slightly unsettled, “I just wanted to 
check in and see if all was okay, and it appears it is, so—” 

“Wait!” thundered the rock, making the nearby leaves tremble on the 
trees. “Panther needs your help.” 

The black creature nodded emphatically. 

“Oh,” Aaron said, a little impatiently. “Well then. What’s wrong?” He 
wanted these creatures to do his bidding, not add to his burdens. 

“Tt’s her tail again. She can’t balance in the trees without it.” 

Aaron’s eyes opened wide. “What?” 

“Her tail. She needs you to repair it.” 

“Repair it? Me?” 

The rock slid forward almost silently, its eyes wearing a puzzled 
expression. “Of course you.” 

The panther nimbly made her way down the rock and jumped to the 
ground. She snarled and hissed at Aaron, but sidled up to him, brushing 


against the boy’s hip. 

Aaron stepped back nervously, one foot in the tube. He could still run for 
it. Disappear forever. But what if . . . what if he really could get this jungle 
filled with dangerous creatures to obey him? He wouldn’t need any 
Quillitary vehicles to take over Artimé—he’d simply turn Mr. Today’s 
misfits against the Unwanteds, and they’d tear them to bits! 

It was a brilliant plan, if only Aaron had a clue how to fix the panther’s 
tail. Aaron looked at the panther’s stubby tail and started to panic. How in 
Quill was he supposed to fix that? 

“Where’s the missing part?” he asked. 

The panther shrugged and looked off into the jungle, disinterested. 

Sweat broke out on Aaron’s forehead as he looked around. “How... ? 
He faltered, knowing that this moment could solidify his control over these 
creatures. His eyes darted this way and that. 

He stared at the panther, trying to figure out what it was made of. 

But it was all too impossible. Aaron had no idea where to start or what to 
do. The questions made his head hurt. He couldn’t continue this farce any 
longer. It was over. 
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The Sky Vessel 


Alex made his way into the Museum of Large, as he liked to do most 
evenings, leaving the door open in case Simber needed him. But now that 
things were under control in Artimé once more, it was time to push on to 
the next task—rescuing Sky and Crow’s mother. It seemed impossible, and 
it was going to be very dangerous, too. 

“Not exactly sure how we’re going to do this rescue thing,” Alex 
murmured as he worked on his favorite task of late: turning Mr. Today’s 
whale skeleton into a beautiful sculpture. This was where Alex did his best 
thinking, when his hands were busy creating something new. Alex had 
finally gotten all the bones in their places after Ol’ Tater had scattered them 
far and wide, only to find there was one long, spearlike bone that didn’t 
seem to belong anywhere at all. Alex debated for a while what to do with it, 
and then decided to stick it on the whale’s forehead, because really—who 
wouldn’t want a big bone spear jutting out of their forehead? It looked 
extremely cool, too. Alex sharpened the point and studded it with sparkling 
stones that he’d found on the beach. They shone like diamonds. 

Alex mixed up a container of thick, shiny blue liquid, preparing to 
spread it over the whale’s “skin.” The skin he’d made by weaving dried, 
knotted seaweed in a loom, and he’d used the preserve spell on it, which 
made the whale virtually indestructible. It had taken the last of Alex’s 
preserve components to cover the enormous mammal, and Alex made a 
note to make some more. 

After a few swipes with the blue paint, Alex stepped back to analyze the 
color. He’d wanted to try covering the whale in a mosaic, like Jim the 
winged tortoise’s shell, but he would have to save that for another time—it 
was just too ambitious a project. But the brilliant blue paint looked very 
good next to the silvery diamondlike stones on the spear. He began painting 
in broad strokes. 

“You need a name, I think,” Alex said after a while, finishing up the first 
coat. “Are you a boy or a girl?” He scratched his head. “Spike. No matter 


what.” He thought about it for a bit and nodded to himself. “Yes, I think 
that’s very fitting. Spike.” 

When Alex heard a noise, he looked up, seeing Simber and Ms. Octavia 
coming into the museum. 

“Interrresting,” Simber remarked, nodding at the new horn adorning the 
whale’s head. “She didn’t have that beforrre.” 

Alex grinned and shrugged. “There was an extra bone. I couldn’t figure 
out where it went, so I gave her an accessory.” He tilted his head. “She? It’s 
a girl, then?” 

Simber rolled his eyes. “Clearrrly,” he said, but he didn’t elaborate. 

“Well, her name is Spike,” Alex said. “Spike . . . Furious.” He grinned, 
pleased with the way the name came to him so easily. 

Ms. Octavia snorted. “Don’t get carried away. But I admit, it has a ring 
to it. And with the faux-diamond treatment to the horn, she needs a name 
just as grand to go with it. Spike Furious sounds very commanding.” She 
turned a more critical, art instructor eye to the project. “You’ve done a 
beautiful job painting her.” 

“Yes,” Alex said, beginning the second coat. “Want to help finish?” He 
tossed a handful of paintbrushes to Ms. Octavia, who seemed pleased to be 
asked. 

“Its too bad more of your friends can’t see her,’ Ms. Octavia said, 
digging into the job. 

“That’s for sure.” Alex was thinking particularly of Sky, who would 
probably really like Spike. And Lani and Meg, too, of course. But they 
couldn’t get into this wing. He’d have to paint a rendition for them, which 
was hardly the same as seeing Spike’s gloriousness in person. 

There was a noise at the door, bringing Alex back to the moment. 

“Ah, herrre they arrre,” Simber said. “We’ve recoverrred the sky vessel 
frrrom the sea. Florrrence, Carrrina, Sean, and Samheed artre brrringing the 
pieces up now. We thought they could go in herrre with the otherrrs. Is that 
all rrright?” 

“Yes, that’s perfect,” Alex said. He looked around. “They can set them 
right there, where the pirate ship was.” 

A moment later the floor quivered and Florence entered the museum, 
carrying a large piece of the vessel. Following her were the others with 
smaller broken pieces, some salvaged equipment, and other curious-looking 


goods. Alex and Ms. Octavia put down their brushes and hurried over to 
observe the contents. 

“What about the passengers?” Alex asked gently. 

“Buried at sea,” Carina said, setting her things down. “Three of them.” 

“We found a lot of interesting stuff,” Samheed said. “Papers and more 
books and clothing, and other things we’re not quite sure about.” He and 
Florence spread the goods out across the floor. “Some of it needs to dry out 
a bit. Mr. Appleblossom is taking care of the papers and books—he’s done 
this before and knows the best way to care for them without ruining 
everything.” 

Alex studied the pieces, walking around them to get a full view. He 
pictured how the pieces fit together to make the vessel. It was larger than he 
had imagined. There was a long cockpit made of glass and some other 
strange white material. The cockpit was shaped a little bit like one of 
Artimé’s tubes lying on its side. Inside were four seats and an instrument 
panel that looked somewhat like a blackboard, with lots of buttons and 
gauges and letters on it. Some of the glass was broken, but the rest of the 
vessel seemed like it was in decent shape—just a few dents. There was one 
long wing jutting out, and another piece that looked like a second wing that 
had broken off. 

At the nose of the vessel there were several blades attached, like a 
pinwheel, and a few more loose blades, bent and broken, that had been 
recovered from the ocean floor. Simber loped over to other pieces in the 
museum that had been collected years before to compare. 

“They look similarrr,” he said. 

“That’s what Mr. Appleblossom said too,” Samheed remarked. “He said 
he did some research in the library, and he thinks this is something called an 
airplane. I guess there was a manual in the stack of books we found.” 

Alex tapped his lips, deep in thought. “Interesting. So it’s supposed to 
stay in the air? Like, it flies? How does it ever land safely without crashing? 
Do you think people just live in these things forever?” 

“No,” Sean said. “Sigfried also said that they are like ships—they just 
transport people from one place to another. Like riding on Simber’s back, I 
suppose.” 

“Except I would neverrr crrrash,” Simber muttered. 

“Easy there, cat. I’ve seen you crash,” Alex reminded him. “You might 
not remember it, but it happened.” He held his hand to his forehead 


dramatically. “I’m still traumatized.” He was only partly joking. He still had 
regular nightmares about Simber’s frozen body crashing into the sea. 

Simber frowned and walked back to the others. “That won’t happen 
again.” 

“If it does, I may not survive my grief.” Alex reached out and let his 
hand rest on the cat’s neck in a rare show of the deep affection between the 
two. He thought he could feel Simber purring just the slightest bit, but he 
wasn’t sure. 

“Harrrumph! Anyway. Wherrre do you suppose the airrrplane came 
frrrom? And what made it crrrash?” 

Alex was as mystified as everyone else. “No idea.” He looked at the 
pieces again and shrugged. “I guess we just store these here until we can 
think of something useful to do with them. I wonder if we can restore it. 
Make it fly again.” He looked sidelong at Simber. “You know, in case 
Simber ever does take another nosedive into the sea and we need some air 
transportation.” 

The cat growled. “We have morrre imporrrtant things to do,” he said. 

“Good point,” said Ms. Octavia. “And we’ll be ready to go soon. Alex, 
do you have a finalized list of who will be accompanying us?” 

“T will by tomorrow.” 

“Perfect.” 
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Later, when everyone had left, Alex stood alone with the whale once more, 
doing some final touch-ups with the paint and thinking about the upcoming 
rescue, and the reverse aquarium full of pirates and their captives 
underneath the strangely disappearing fiery volcanic island. “You know, 
Spike,” he said as he finished, “we could really use somebody like you on 
this trip.” He sighed, imagining it. “If only I knew how to make you come 
alive.” 


Certain Death 


The High Priest Aaron stood with one toe inside the tube and wiped the 
sweat from his forehead, commanding himself to pull it together. How was 
he supposed to fix the panther’s tail? He had to do something—if he just 
turned and escaped through the tube, he’d lose all hope of having these 
creatures on his side. And at this point, with the Quillitary still not very 
keen on Aaron because of his role in Justine’s death, the high priest could 
really use these creatures to take over Artimé. How would that be for giving 
the Artiméans a taste of their own medicine? Aaron was practically 
drooling over the idea. 

But all hope would be lost if he failed to fix the tail, he argued with 
himself. Unless he could stall them. “I...um...,” he began. 

The dog barked and started sniffing around in the under-growth. He 
barked a few more times, then backed out from under a bush, pulling 
something in his mouth. 

“Did you find the tail?” the giant rock rumbled, rolling closer to the dog 
and nudging Aaron away from the tube. 

Aaron stumbled forward. The dog kept tugging as Aaron’s hopes sank. 
Eventually the dog pulled hard enough to reveal the source of his 
endeavors. It was a vine. 

“There,” said the rock. 

The panther looked on with disdain that slowly turned to interest. After a 
moment she leaped over to the dog’s side, snapping at it until the dog 
retreated. Then the panther bit hard on the vine, severing it in two places to 
form the right length. She turned and screamed at Aaron, startling him. 

His nerves frayed, Aaron jumped to pick up the vine as the panther 
circled him, edging him even farther away from the tube. Aaron knew now 
that there was no way out of this. The panther was sure to attack him if he 
tried to run. Aaron had no choice. He was about to get eaten, or at least 
ripped to shreds. It was only a matter of time. Once they figured out he was 
a phony, it would be all over. 


The thought of confessing briefly came to mind, but Aaron dismissed it. 
He wouldn’t want to live after showing such cowardice. 

Bravely, he examined the stretch of vine. He bent down and picked up a 
sharp stone to try to streamline the tip of it. “For better balance,” he said, 
but he was only buying time. Death was inevitable. 

The panther paced between Aaron and the tube, swishing the stub of her 
tail in awkward, jerky movements that chronicled her growing impatience. 
It was becoming extremely clear to Aaron why these creatures were kept 
away from everyone else. They were living, breathing, percolating claw- 
and-tooth fests just waiting to explode. 

Finally, with shaking hands, Aaron beckoned to the panther. “Come here, 
then,” he said, his voice squeaking. He felt the blood drain from his head 
and hoped that, once the creature attacked, he’d simply pass out before the 


pain took hold. 
The panther darted to Aaron’s side, hissing wide-mouthed in some 
bizarre, backward show of appreciation . . . or maybe just to show Aaron 


her dripping fangs. Aaron wobbled as he squatted next to the creature, and 
he put his hand on the panther’s back to steady himself. “Breathe,” he 
whispered, angry about his fear. “Calm down.” He took in a few breaths. 
“Okay,” he said, louder. “Hold still, Panther.” 

The creature obeyed. 

Aaron gripped the panther’s shortened tail in one hand and the vine in 
the other, knowing all he could do now was wish for the impossible. He 
pressed the thick end of the vine to the broken end of the panther’s tail, 
wishing and imagining with all his might that a miracle would take place. 
“Please,” he begged under his breath as drops of sweat fell from the dark 
ringlets framing his face. 

He closed his eyes, knowing it was only a matter of seconds before 
they’d all realize it was a scam, and only a minute or so after that he’d be 
dead. He swallowed hard and gripped the two parts in his sweat-damp hand. 
“Come on,” he said. “Heal up. Just please magically heal.” 

Aaron wanted it so badly he could almost feel the two pieces meld into 
one inside his grip. But he knew it was impossible, and he couldn’t bear to 
look at his failure. Soon the strain of the silent anticipation and tension 
grew so unbearable that slowly he let go. Crippled and faint with fear, 
Aaron dropped backward onto the jungle floor and bared his neck, giving 
up. He hoped only for a merciful kill. 


The panther’s scream chilled Aaron’s blood, and he knew his wait was 
over. Everything went black. 
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When Aaron opened his eyes, the panther’s face was right in front of him, 
her ivory teeth just inches from his neck. Slimy drool dripped from the 
panther’s jaws. Aaron emitted a bloodcurdling cry, choking from the 
dryness in his throat. 

The panther jumped back. 

Aaron screamed again, and then, when he realized he wasn’t dead, 
lurched wildly to his feet and lunged, disoriented, in the wrong direction, 
running smack into the comer of the giant rock and falling flat on his face. 
Stunned, he got to his feet and tried again, the rock moving out of his way 
just in time. Aaron tripped over a vine and fell, and then, after finally 
locating the tube, he resorted to scrambling on hands and knees toward it. 

The rock, panther, and dog all began to shout and howl. The panther 
charged after Aaron. As Aaron dove into the tube, he turned and looked at 
his pursuer, and as he reached for the button, he noticed one very interesting 
thing. 

The panther’s tail. 

Long and supple, the tail swished back and forth as the panther bounded 
past Aaron, around the tube, and up the nearby tree to test out her balance. 

Aaron stared from his sprawled-out position at the bottom of the tube, 
his chest heaving, sweat pouring off him. He wiped his eyes to see better, 
and it was true. Somehow he’d done it. 

Without any components, without uttering any magical chants or spells, 
Aaron had turned a vine into a tail. As the howling and yelling around him 
subsided, as the realization of what he’d just done took hold, and as a new 
surge of power coursed through his veins, Aaron Stowe closed his eyes and 
leaned his head against the glass, thinking, I’m going to take over the world. 


The Book 


Alex stared at Spike. He couldn’t get the thought out of his mind. 

Later, when he was walking along the shore with Sky, looking at the 
beautiful orange moonlight on that matched her eyes, his mind kept 
returning to it. What if Spike really could come to life? He thought back to 
the day in Mr. Today’s office when he’d told the old mage he didn’t want to 
take over Artimé. 

“If only I had told him I wanted the job... ,” he muttered. “If only I 
hadn’t been so selfish, I could have found out how to do it. But no, I refused 
the job, and he refused to teach me. And now it’s too late.” 

Sky looked at him. “You’re doing that thing again. Mage problems?” 

Alex startled, then laughed under his breath. “Yeah.” 

“What is it this time?” Her voice rang curious and not at all annoyed, 
which reminded Alex just how much he liked Sky. She no longer seemed to 
resent the time he spent preoccupied with his other thoughts. She had plenty 
of her own thoughts to be busy with, so they made a good pair. 

Alex picked up a stick, sat down, and began to sketch the whale in the 
sand as he talked. “I made this whale out of the old bones in the Museum of 
Large. It started out as a project to clean up the museum after the Ol’ Tater 
incident, but once I had all the bones in place, I covered the skeleton with 
layers of woven seaweed to give it a body. Then I preserved it and painted 
it, and earlier I realized she would really come in handy if she could swim 
along with us to Pirate Island.” 

“Cool. Wish I could see her.” She sat down in the sand next to Alex. 

“Me too.” 

“Can’t you just bring her to life like Mr. Today did with Jim and 
Florence and Simber and all the statues?” 

“I wish I knew how.” 

Sky wrinkled up her nose, thinking. “What about the book Mr. Today 
left you? The one with the restore spell—I remember how disgusted you 
were that he’d left it out for you just a little too late to be useful when we 
lost Artimé.” 


Alex frowned. “I don’t think that spell will bring the whale sculpture to 
life if it wasn’t living before.” 

“Yeah, probably not, or else the mansion and the fountains would all be 
alive now, I suppose.” She grinned and leaned against Alex. 

He loved it when she did that. “Wouldn’t that be creepy?” He slipped his 
arm around her shoulders, and they sat in silence for a few minutes, lost in 
thought again. Then Alex scrambled to his feet. “Wait a second,” he said. 
“That book!” He started running for the mansion, then stopped abruptly to 
turn around and run back to Sky. “I’ve got to go,” he said, grabbing her 
hand and pulling her to her feet. “I think there’s a living type of spell in that 
book! It was called The Triad something or other. I think ‘Live’ was one of 
the sections.” 

Sky laughed. “See? I knew you’d figure it out. Go on, then!” she said, 
shooing him away. “Don’t come back until you have a real, live whale.” 

“I won’t,” Alex said, but he didn’t move. He just looked at her, his 
stomach flipping all over the place. “You’re kind of brilliant, you know 
that?” 

Sky tilted her head, a smile playing on her lips. “I know,” she said. 

It reminded Alex of the time they were on the roof of the shack together, 
figuring out Mr. Today’s riddle. His skin tingled, a rush of good feelings 
surged through him. And she didn’t look away. Without thinking, Alex 
reached his hand out to touch her cheek, and then he leaned in and kissed 
her. 

“Thanks,” he said, grinning when he pulled back and saw the startled 
look on her face. He turned away and ran toward the mansion, leaving Sky 
blushing alone in the moonlight. 
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Alex found the book on the dresser in his room. The Triad: Live, Hide, 
Restore. He’d been meaning to read it ever since Simber showed it to him, 
but it wasn’t like Alex had a lot of spare time lately. Now it felt like he 
didn’t have time not to read it. He climbed into bed and paged to the first 
section. 


LIVE 


HISTORY: It is with a heavy heart that I begin this book. When one 
thinks about life, one hopes for a good one. Simber, Florence, and 
Octavia, among others, are the epitome of successful creations. 
Creatures with good lives. Unfortunately, I have also given a less- 
than-perfect life to a number of creatures, and I wish to chronicle their 
evolutions here, so that my successor is able to learn from my 
mistakes and, hopefully, not repeat them. 

All my longings, my needs, my desires, went into Simber. I was 
lonely, in need of a companion, and as I created him I thought about 
all that was missing in my life. It was with love that I first breathed 
life into Simber, and he took on the very essence of my thoughts and 
dreams. 

As Simber was my first creature, I thought I was quite perfect at 
bringing creatures to life. Excited and enthused, I began a series of 
creatures in quick succession, thinking that if Simber was this 
wonderful, wouldn’t a dozen more creatures be a dozen times more 
wonderful? 

But it was not to be. 

I made a little dog, but he attacked without provocation. I have the 
teeth mark scars to prove it. Then a panther—yes, a wonderful, 
beautiful creature. I designed her as a friend for Simber, but while she 
could understand me, she refused to speak. She was violent and grew 
to resent Simber for his closeness with me, and she became a threat. 

I created a scorpion that for reasons unknown grew to an enormous 
size, and a few other creatures, just trying to re-create what I had with 
Simber. But I had used all of my heart at that time for the cheetah, I’m 
afraid. It took me too long to realize it, and to admit that my creatures 
were failures. When I finally realized what had to come from inside 
me in order to make a successful life, I had a dozen monsters on my 
hands, including Ol’ Tater, who terrorized the other terrorists, making 
everyone miserable, even himself, and eventually he asked to be put 
to sleep. 

But truly none of them were safe to be around. So for their 
protection and my own, I had to isolate them, which I did with a 
heavy heart. They now live in the deepest part of the jungle—so deep 
that only their caretaker and one other know the way out. 


That jungle is one of the places where the tube in the kitchenette 
will take you. Because of the danger, I didn’t wish for anyone to 
accidentally find himself in the jungle, so to visit there, you must 
push all the buttons at once. 

Be warned—the creatures are dangerous. If they know you are 
visiting with my blessing, there is a chance they will not attack, for I 
have been kind and they’ve grown to love me . . . at least a little bit, I 
think. And if you use your magic to hold them back, you will fare 
well. 

As dangerous as it is, I’d like you to visit now and then to see if 
anyone needs anything. There’s a good chance Panther will have lost 
her tail—a vine will do the trick. MAGIC: The live and restore spells 
have one thing in common: both can be found in the dot art that hangs 
in my office. The art is intuitive. What I mean is that if the world 
needs to be restored, the dots in the pictures in the mansion model 
(found in a kitchen cupboard in the gray shack) contain the magical 
words “breathe,” “commence,” etc. (see Restore section). But if 
Artimé exists, the art on my office walls hides the magical words for 
the live spell. So all you need to do is study the art from right to left 
(or as the setting sun, opposite from the restore spell), and you’ll see 
the words you need to bring a creature to life: initiate, invigorate, 
instill, improve. 


Here, there was some writing in the margins. Alex turned the book 
sideways to read the words. 


Part Two: For best success regarding the “improve” portion, add: 
comfort, happiness, peace, success. 


And a final line in a shakier hand, which looked like it had been written 
late in Mr. Today’s life. 


Part Three: loyalty, devotion, zeal, intensity. fey- 
And in the tiniest print next to the crossed-out word: 


No! Passion. Use “passion” instead. 





The Live Spell 


It was amazing how much more complicated the live spell was compared to 
the restore spell. But when Alex thought about it, it all made sense. He 
finished reading the section, noting that Mr. Today recommended bringing a 
creature to life in a safe, enclosed space and to alert anyone nearby to his 
actions so they could take cover if necessary. 

Mr. Today went on to explain that just like the other Triad spells, the 
words should be concentrated on and thought deeply about, while wearing 
the robe, of course. Oh—and the mage should lay his hand on the side of 
the creature when performing the spell, or it wouldn’t work at all. 

Alex took the book into the Museum of Large. He looked at the whale 
and then back at the book. He reread the passage extra carefully this time. 
And then he looked at the whale once more. 

“I can do this, I think,” he said. His knees quivered and he felt a little 
light-headed. “I mean, of course I can. I already did one of the Triad spells, 
and I didn’t even have the book for it. So . . .” He let his hand slide across 
the belly of the whale. A bit of still-damp paint came away on his fingers 
and shone in the light of the museum. Alex’s heart pounded. Could he do 
what Mr. Today said to do? Could he put that much of himself, his dreams, 
into this creature? He wasn’t sure. 

But Alex was no longer a frightened boy. Alex was a mage now, who 
had taken on the end of his world and almost single-handedly brought it 
back to life. Surely he could handle bringing one creature to life for the first 
time. And now Sky was counting on him to do this. A silly grin crossed his 
face as he thought about kissing her. But he knew he had to focus on this 
spell if he was going to do it right. 

He studied the instructions again, took a deep breath, and placed his 
hand on the whale’s side. And then, trying hard to push thoughts of Sky far 
from his mind, he began. 

“Initiate,” he said, thinking about the word and what it meant. Starting 
something for the first time—that was definitely something he was doing 
here with Spike. When Alex felt he had focused on “initiate” long enough, 


he moved on to “invigorate.” He closed his eyes, thinking invigorating 
thoughts that might transfer through his hand to give life and vigor to the 
whale. He could almost feel the power pulse through his fingertips. And 
then he moved on to “instill,” softening the pressure against the whale’s 
side a bit, trying to think of every good thing he had inside himself that he 
could transfer into the creature. Things like the wisdom he had gained since 
coming to Artimé, and the experience of deepest sorrow, which can only 
come from deepest love. Alex wanted the whale to have the ability to reach 
both .. . even though he knew that both at times could be quite painful. 

Alex wanted to instill a sense of right and wrong in the creature, and so 
he focused his thoughts for a moment on kindness, tolerance, and 
selflessness, which Alex associated with making good and right choices. 
And he wanted the whale to be brave and strong and intelligent, so he 
thought about those things too. 

It took quite a long time to get through the first three words of the live 
spell, and Alex was already tired by the time he got to the word “improve.” 
Still, he pressed on, now focusing his attention on improving the things 
he’d already cast upon the sculpture. He wasn’t exactly sure how to do that, 
but in his mind he imagined the most perfect creature companion, and ideas 
came pouring out. Let Spike speak and understand any human or creature. 
And be able to send messages through sonar! he thought, and then added, 
feeling a bit panicky about all the gifts and abilities he was bestowing on 
this creature, But only for good. And... to benefit others. Alex could only 
guess that unbridled magical abilities could cause extremely bad problems. 
And even though there were times when he wished he could do everything 
magically, he knew that ultimately he wouldn’t want the burden of it. It was 
hard enough just being mage now and having people clamoring for him to 
fix every little thing they couldn’t fix on their own. 

When Alex could think of no more ways to improve on the initial phase 
of the live spell, he took a deep breath and opened his eyes so he could 
review the second phase. Spike seemed slightly brighter in color than 
before, and her skin seemed warmer. But her eyes remained closed. 

“Let’s get on with it, then,” Alex murmured, as if to assure the whale 
that he would continue. 

He spoke the words in turn, concentrating very seriously on each. 
“Comfort,” he said, picturing not only physical comfort for the whale, but 
also sort of a spiritual, emotional comfort that would emerge in times of 


distress. “Happiness,” he added, and then “Peace,” thinking about how 
much he wanted both for himself as well, and emitting an extra burst of 
concentration in those areas as the thoughts pulsed through his fingertips 
into the beast. “Success.” Alex thought about the whale overcoming any 
obstacle and leading other sea creatures to victory. 

Immediately he rolled into the third phase. “Loyalty,” Alex said, 
thinking of Simber. “Devotion.” He pictured the girrinos, most especially 
Arija, who had given her life for the safety of Artimé. “Zeal,” Alex said, not 
quite positive what the word meant, but thinking it had something to do 
with really liking to eat, since a cook in the mansion’s kitchen had used the 
word once in talking about all the food Samheed had on his tray. So Alex 
pictured Spike with a real love for food. 

He was getting a little dizzy with all the concentrating. Bringing life to a 
creature was no light task. He moved on. “Intensity,” he said, thinking of 
Ms. Octavia and her abilities, and then going off script as he sometimes had 
a tendency to do in Actors’ Studio, he added, “Speed,” and pictured the 
whale positively flying through the sea. 

Alex moved on. “Passion.” Yes, Alex thought. Passion is what must take 
the place of fury. Passion makes us want to live another day, to try to do the 
right thing. Passion contains love and fear and anger and motivation. 
Passion keeps you fighting when you want to give up. It was, Alex reflected 
later, something you could even work to improve inside yourself. 

As he neared the end, Alex was tempted to add “fury” despite Mr. 
Today’s crossing it out. But Alex didn’t want to mess with Mr. Today’s 
obviously well-thought-out spell. Having “Furious” in her name would 
have to do. And really, Spike Furious was probably the best name a creature 
could have. 

Alex turned the page, keeping one hand on the whale. 


Finally, address your new creature by name, urging him or her to 
take a breath. 

Don’t forget to step back and give your creature some room to 
breathe and move about. 


Alex put the book down and placed his other hand on the whale. He took 
a deep breath and said, “Spike Furious, you are alive! Take your first 
breath!” 


There was a hum, a buzz in the air, and the whale began to shimmer. 
Alex stumbled backward so he could watch, taking it all in. “Spike,” he 
breathed again, unable to contain his excitement. “Breathe!” 

The enormous creature opened her milky eyes, which expressed 
immediate surprise in a most beautiful way. 

Her blowhole pulsed and her tail flapped. 

She breathed once, twice. 

And then her body began to slump and sag. 

Her eyes became pinpricks of fear, and her gorgeous blue skin turned a 
sickening shade of gray. 


The Short, Uneventful Life of Spike 
Furious 


Alex paled. His hands rose to his forehead, his fingers threading through 
and gripping his hair. “What is it, Spike? What’s wrong?” 

Spike’s eyes rolled back and her lids closed. Her sides heaved, and a 
moan came from somewhere deep inside her. 

In an instant Alex realized that he had made a horrendous mistake. 

He ran to her side and placed his hand on the whale, struggling to think 
of the term he needed. “Um, Im-Improve!” he shouted. “Be able to live on 
land!” He jiggled the heaving creature’s side, which had become very hot. 
“Stay alive,” he cried. But it was no use. The spell had been enacted, and 
there was no way to go back and fix it. 

Wildly Alex looked around for water, but there was nothing here—he’d 
have to run all the way to the kitchenette, and even then he had only teacups 
with which to transport it. “No!” he cried as the memory flooded back—the 
memory of Mr. Today talking about how he had found this whale on the 
shore, and how he had watched it die because it couldn’t get back into the 
water. Now Alex had brought it to life only to watch it die again. It was the 
most horrible thing he could imagine. And he had done it to the poor 
creature. Guilt raked his insides. 

“Water!” Alex yelled, pointing at a book, trying to create it. But nothing 
happened. He’d never been able to do it—Lani was the only one he knew of 
who could turn things into soup, and as far as he knew, putting the whale 
into soup wouldn’t exactly solve the problem. He needed to get the whale 
into water. He needed to get the whale into the sea. 

An idea sprang to Alex’s mind. The transport spell! He’d transport the 
whale to the sea. But what if she swam away? Alex whipped his head 
around, looking for any other option that would assure him that Spike 
would live, but there was none. All he knew was that he couldn’t let this 
whale die. Alex put his hands on Spike’s side once more. 


He screwed up his face, clenching his jaw and squeezing his eyes shut, 
as he pictured the sea of Artimé, just off shore but in deep enough water 
that the whale could be fully immersed. And even though he was exhausted 
from creating the beast, he mustered up his strongest concentration, 
picturing the location where he wanted to transport her. 

When he was sure he had focused sufficiently, he muttered, “Transport.” 

He waited a moment, but he could still feel the creature struggling under 
his touch. He peeked at her, then shut his eyes once more. “Transport,” he 
said, louder and more desperately this time. 

But the whale didn’t disappear. 

“Ugh!” Alex had no idea why it wasn’t working. “Come on!” He tried a 
third time, to no avail. 

“Pm so sorry!” he cried, clinging to Spike. “I don’t know what to do! 
Why won’t it work?” Alex turned away, slumped to the floor in agony, and 
buried his head in his hands. He would have to stay until it was over, that 
much he knew. The whale’s gasps and moans, her shuddering flank—all of 
it was the most horrendous thing Alex could imagine. And he was the cause 
of it. No wonder Mr. Today had stopped making creatures. It was too 
painful when you made a mistake. 

When Alex looked up, he found himself staring at the statue of Ol’ Tater 
and remembering his conversation with Mr. Today about the transport spell. 
And soon the words came back to Alex. Ol’ Tater had been transported to 
the Museum of Large with a transport spell, but that was after Mr. Today 
had put him to sleep. “It doesn’t work with humans or living creatures,” Mr. 
Today had said. 

Alex looked up at Spike in horror. That was why it didn’t work. Spike 
was a living creature. At least for a few more minutes. It was agonizing. 
Would he even be able to bring back a creature who had died? Ol’ Tater 
hadn’t died—Mr. Today had put him to sleep. Was there a difference? Alex 
jumped to his feet. He couldn’t stand it—Spike was in misery. He looked at 
Ol’ Tater once more, and then, slowly, Alex turned toward the whale and 
began singing, his mind searching desperately for the words and changing 
the ones that mattered: 


“Spikey girl, Spikey girl, 
Too much sadness, no repeats. 
I am sorry, more than sorry, 


But it’s time for you to sleep.” 


Immediately the whale ceased her struggles, and her body turned back 
into the materials Alex had used to make her. 

The new mage checked her over carefully and emitted a long sigh. At 
least he had put her out of her misery. But he was still very sorry to have 
made her suffer so much first. It had been a mistake. A big one. And it had 
been made on someone else’s life. Alex knew he would most certainly 
never forget it as long as he lived. 

Still shaking, Alex touched the whale’s side once more, eager now to 
right his wrongs. “Let’s get you into the water,” he said. “Ready?” He 
sucked in a deep breath and let it out. “Okay.” 

Alex closed his eyes and once again pictured the sea, just offshore but 
deep enough for the whale to be fully immersed. He concentrated on the 
spot in his mind for a long time. And then he whispered, “Transport.” 

The whale disappeared. 

Alex’s eyes flew open. He stared at the empty spot. And then he ran out 
of the Museum of Large and through the hall to the balcony, tripped down 
the steps and around the few residents who remained awake at this hour, 
raced past dozing statues Simber and Florence, and flung open the front 
door, which immediately woke Simber. 

Before Simber could speak, Alex, still running, yelled, “Going for a late 
night dip in the sea!” 

At the edge of the water he kicked off his shoes and fought his way out 
of his pants, but kept his robe on, and then dashed out to the water, running 
and splashing until it became too deep, and dove in. 

Pulling a blinding highlighter from his robe pocket while he swam, he 
aimed it at the ocean floor, trying to find the lifeless Spike. He knew she’d 
be at the bottom, like Simber had been. But where exactly? Alex also knew 
the transport spell wasn’t entirely accurate. 

The effects of Ms. Octavia’s underwater breathing class became evident 
as Alex searched. It was loads easier to hold his breath underwater now, 
using the oxygen in his blood to keep him going, and he could easily stay 
underwater for six or seven minutes without coming up to the surface. 

He needed those six or seven minutes now. In the murky water, 
magically coaxing the blinding highlighter to hold a steady, not-blinding 
light rather than flashing quickly and fading away, Alex pushed himself 


along the ocean floor. As he searched for the large body, he realized he 
didn’t remember all of the live spell—he hadn’t memorized it. Perhaps he 
should go back to shore and get the book. 

But then he shook his head. He didn’t need the live spell—that’s not 
what had brought OI’ Tater back to life. He needed to use the restore spell. 

Frantically he tried to recall the words from that spell and the order they 
went in. It started with “imagine.” Could he remember the rest? It seemed 
like years ago that he’d restored Artimé, even though it had only been a 
matter of months. He pictured Sky at his side like she had been back then, 
and that seemed to calm his mind as he recalled her patient hand signals to 
help him remember the words: “imagine,” “believe, “whisper” . . . He 
hesitated, knowing that the next word was the one he always forgot, and 
today was no different. He closed his eyes to concentrate for a moment, and 
pictured Sky, pressing on his chest. He smiled and opened his eyes, letting 
the seawater sting them once more. Of course—the one thing he’d forgotten 
to do then and couldn’t exactly do now. It was “breathe.” And then finally, 
the word that would trigger rebirth: “commence.” 

Oh, Sky, he thought. Maybe if he hadn’t been so googly-eyed about 
kissing her, he wouldn’t have made such a stupid mistake, and he wouldn’t 
be in this predicament right now. He frowned. Now wasn’t a good time to 
be thinking about her either. All Alex really needed to do was find the 
whale. Which was turning out to be impossible. His lungs began to burn. It 
was time to surface. 

He pushed himself upward and broke the surface, taking in deep breaths 
of the cool night air. He looked around to see where the lights of Artimé lay 
and found himself a good bit offshore. Had he missed Spike somewhere? 
Perhaps he should double back. He saw Simber, backlit by the mansion 
lights, licking a paw and then yawning at the edge of the water, and waved 
to him. Simber nodded in return. Alex was secretly proud that the cat hadn’t 
come out over the water to see what Alex was up to. That meant Simber 
trusted Alex not to drown. It was a positive step, Alex thought. 

Once he had his wind back again, Alex dove down and resumed his 
search, this time swimming laps parallel to the shore, drawing closer and 
closer to shore until he could nearly touch the bottom. Since the whale was 
quite a bit taller than he, she would stick out above the waves, so she 
couldn’t be here. Alex had to keep searching. 


After about an hour, he caught sight of the whale a good thousand feet 
on the other side of the mansion, where no one liked to swim because of the 
big rocks and sharp edges of the reef. The very tip of Spike’s tail stuck out 
of the water just slightly, as she was lodged on the reef, head pointed down 
at the ocean floor. 

“Finally,” Alex grumbled. “That transport spell needs a bit of work, if 
you ask me.” But no one was there to ask him, so all Alex could do was 
continue on. Once he had his breath, he stood cautiously on the reef and 
reached down under the water to touch the whale’s side. His sopping-wet 
robe stuck to his shivering body, but once again that night Alex 
concentrated and began to utter a very important spell. One that he knew he 
should never forget. 

“Imagine,” he whispered, imagining the whale alive again. “Believe.” 
Oh boy, did he believe it. He’d seen it happen before, and he didn’t need 
anybody to convince him that this spell would work. “Whisper,” he said, 
knowing he’d be whispering all along, his magic and his energy giving life 
to the whale. 

Without hesitation this time, Alex uttered the next word. “Breathe.” 
However you do it best, Spike, you must do it now. And with that, he ended 
it. “Commence.” He repeated the words two more times, and then he 
waited. 

When he felt something electric pulsing through his fingers, Alex 
opened his eyes. The whale’s tail was moving the slightest bit. “Spike!” he 
shouted. “Spike Furious, you’re alive!” 

The water was charged with the great creature’s presence. Alex could 
feel the life around him—the rebirth of this creature, the return to her 
natural habitat. And then he felt the slap—the really extremely hard slap— 
of her tail on the side of his face, and he felt his body being lifted out of the 
water and thrown ten feet aside. 

When Alex resurfaced, sputtering, and came to his senses, Spike was 
gone. 





Overwhelmed 


Aaron Stowe, covered in leaves and dirt, got up from the bottom of the 
jungle tube. He brushed himself off and watched as the panther jumped 
from tree to tree, the little dog following along, yipping from the ground 
below and then hopping up to grab a branch with his teeth and swinging 
from branch to branch by the grip of his mouth. Aaron didn’t know what to 
think. All he knew was that he needed to get out of here before something 
else went wrong. 

He wiped the dirt off his clothing and looked at the rock. “Okay, well, 
good-bye then.” He hesitated. Now that the danger was over, he felt 
strangely drawn to this place. 

The rock moved closer. “We shall see you again soon, I hope,” it 
rumbled. 

“Ahh . . . right. Of course. I shall come by again soon to make sure 
everything is working as it should.” He looked over his shoulder at the 
tube’s button, as if that would help him leave more quickly. “By the way,” 
he said, “how many creatures are out here?” 

“A dozen or so. Some of them I haven’t seen in. . . well, in years, I 
suppose. I think about them, though. They know how to find me if. . . if 
they need me.” 

Aaron frowned. The rock’s voice had turned wistful, and Aaron didn’t 
know how to process that. And frankly, he didn’t want to know. Not today. 
He’d had enough for today. He nodded and said another awkward good- 
bye. And then he pressed the button. 

Spending less than a second in the tube in his brother’s mansion, Aaron 
pushed the first button, which would take him to Haluki’s. When he arrived 
there, he felt a cool draft, colder than any temperature he’d ever felt in Quill 
before. His heart pounded. Had he hit the wrong button by mistake? He 
pushed his hand out of the tube and found the familiar closet doors. 
Cautiously he opened it and stepped into Haluki’s office. His shoes 
squished on the wet floor. 


What in Quill? Aaron wondered, stepping gingerly across the room. It 
was almost chilly in there. The walls were wet. The ceiling dripped with 
water. And the floor was soaked. It was more water than he’d seen in one 
place before, if you didn’t count Artimé. And he didn’t. 

He dipped a finger into a small pool of water and tasted it. He’d never 
felt something so cold on his tongue before. And it tasted good. He cupped 
his hands and drank some more, glad for it but feeling like he was in a 
strange dream. Why was it here? 

Puzzled, he wandered through the house, still in a daze from the jungle 
experience. It was the same everywhere—water dripping from the tables 
and chairs, standing in the sink, soaking into the wooden floorboards. And 
in the center of the dining table was a small white puck of something 
strange. Aaron reached out and touched it. “Ouch!” he cried. It had felt 
good at first, but then it made his fingers burn. He dropped the puck, 
watched it skate across the floor, and pressed his fingertips to his cheek. 
They were cold. 

Aaron could feel a strange, anxious feeling welling up inside him. It was 
all too much for him to process after what he’d just been through. He 
couldn’t make sense of anything tonight. It was all he could do to keep his 
legs from collapsing under him as he made his way to the palace. What 
Aaron needed more than anything right now, he decided, was to forget 
everything weird that had happened and go to sleep for a week. Then he 
could figure out just how to handle this new, secret part of his life. 

Staggering back home to the palace, Aaron didn’t even notice Secretary 
on the side of the road, hiding in the shadow of the wall, talking quietly 
with a friend . . . or perhaps it was an enemy. 

But Eva Fathom saw him. 
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“He’s up to something,” Eva said in the shadows after Aaron was out of 
sight. “I can feel it.” 

“Well, you’ ll have to hold him off for a while.” 

“PII try. He’s a bit of a coward, so it shouldn’t be difficult. Be safe.” 

“You too.” 

The two—friends or enemies, perhaps not even they knew for sure— 
clasped hands and then parted ways. 


The List 


By morning, preparations were in full swing for the rescue, and Alex didn’t 
have time to lament the loss of his first creature. He’d been preoccupied, 
had acted hastily, and hadn’t thought things out, which had resulted in 
several obvious mistakes. Perhaps that was why Mr. Today had never tried 
to re-create the whale. There was no place to keep it and train it, or simply 
talk to it. 

It was a bit embarrassing, actually, now that the fear of Spike’s dying 
was over. Alex was glad he hadn’t brought an audience around to witness it 
—especially Sky. What if she was disappointed in him? He hoped she 
wouldn’t ask about it. Though maybe if he’d included her more in the 
planning, she might have had some better ideas. She was known for that, 
after all. But the truth was, whenever Sky was around, Alex felt like he 
wasn’t concentrating enough on being the leader of Artimé. And it was 
when he wasn’t concentrating enough that mistakes were made. It was a 
serious problem. 

“Blurgh,” he muttered, thinking not for the first time that maybe mages 
just weren’t cut out for having relationships—not romantic ones, anyway. 
Alex hoped Sky wasn’t hurt that he hadn’t asked her to help. He decided 
that if he just didn’t mention the whale and acted really busy and focused on 
the quest to rescue Sky’s mother, all these awkward feelings about Sky, and 
about his mistakes with Spike, would go away soon enough. 

Simber had witnessed the entire Spike saga from shore, of course. 
Eventually he’d been joined by Sean, who’d gone out for a late-night walk, 
as he often did. Simber tried to explain to Sean what was happening to 
Alex, but he didn’t actually know all the details, so he made them up, much 
to Sean’s delight. The two had waited patiently on shore as Alex swam back 
alone. The giant cat had held his tongue, hard as it sometimes was, so at 
least Alex had that relief. Sean just laughed once he knew the whale was all 
right, and he promised not to say anything to embarrass Alex. 

In spite of the darkness, Alex had remained on the shore, watching out 
over the water. At first he had thought the whale might come back, but after 


several hours reality set in, and eventually Alex had stopped looking out to 
sea to watch for his shiny creation. He’d gotten up and went inside to bed. 

It was so strange how much Alex cared about the whale, even felt he 
knew the whale personally, but the whale knew little or nothing of her own 
creator, or how much work he’d put into her to make her just so. Would she 
even know him if they met again? Alex doubted it. 

But there was plenty of work to be done to distract Alex from Spike’s 
short life in Artimé. It was time to pack up the pirate ship and get 
everybody on board with the plan. 

Alex walked down the boys’ hallway to Samheed’s room and knocked. 

Samheed opened the door to let Alex inside. 

“Hello, Alex Stowe,” said Samheed’s blackboard, Stuart. “It’s especially 
nice to see you.” 

“Nice to see you, too, Stu,” Alex said. “Clive says hello.” 

Clive hadn’t said hello, but Alex knew Clive would be annoyed by 
Alex’s saying it, so he did. 

Stuart looked suspicious. “Oh, really?” He pressed his face out a little 
farther to get a better look at Alex. 

“Oh, yes,” Alex said. “He thinks you’re pretty neat. He told me the other 
day how much he admires you.” 

At this, Stuart looked almost frightened. “Oh. Dear me. I have to go.” He 
slid back and disappeared into the blackboard. 

Samheed raised an eyebrow and whispered, “Clive didn’t say any of that, 
did he?” 

“Nope.” 

“What is it with those two?” 

Alex shrugged. “No idea. Maybe they’re too alike to be friends.” 

“Unlike us.” 

Alex laughed. “Right.” He flopped onto Samheed’s couch and pulled the 
list of Artiméans from his robe pocket. “Okay, see what you think.” He 
handed it to Samheed. 

Sam sat in the chair, put his feet on the coffee table, and picked up a pen. 
His brow furrowed and he chewed on the end of the pen as he read. 

When he was finished, he looked up. “So Mr. Appleblossom and Ms. 
Morning are staying here to keep watch over the Warbler kids. Are they 
going to take off their neck things?” 

“T thought it would be fine to do that. What do you think?” 


“Oh, yeah, totally fine. I don’t think those kids have any secret plan at all 
to do anything to us. I believe what they say about their parents tricking 
Eagala. Problem is, she won’t make that mistake again.” 

“Yeah.” Alex jiggled his foot. “I worry that she’ll attack again to get the 
children back. What if she comes when we’re gone?” 

“We can’t sit around waiting for an attack.” 

“True.” 

“Besides, she probably doesn’t know what to do next. Maybe she’ll 
figure she should cut her losses.” 

“Maybe,” Alex said. He pointed to the paper. “Any other comments?” 

Samheed looked at the list again. “Any squirrelicorns?” 

“Rufus and five others.” 

“No Fox or Kitten on this one?” 

Alex pursed his lips. “Can you think of a use for them?” 

“Well, there’s always comic relief.” Samheed smiled. “Besides, Fox can 
swim. Probably forever—he’s made out of driftwood, isn’t he?” 

Alex sat back and tapped his lips thoughtfully. “I suppose they don’t 
weigh much, so they wouldn’t slow the ship down.” 

“And you never know about Kitten. She can get into some really small 
spaces that nobody else can. I say she’s pretty valuable to have.” 

“I’m just afraid of losing her or having her get swept away.” 

“Yeah,” Samheed agreed, “good point. But Henry’s pretty good about 
keeping her in his pocket.” He studied the list again. “Wait. Where’s 
Florence? You’re not taking her? Are you crazy?” 

“Nope. I was just trying to think about who would be most useful for an 
underwater fight and rescue, if it comes to that. Plus, she weighs a ton, and 
the ship is always tipping—” 

“I think she’d be useful in smashing the crud out of some glass walls.” 

“Well, that’s true.” 

“She’s good at pretty much everything.” 

“Except maybe hiding.” 

Samheed laughed. “Fair enough. And what about Meg?” 

“She asked to stay back if we could spare her. She really likes spending 
time with the Warbler kids and thinks she can help them adjust to Artimé. 
Besides, she knows how to get the thornaments off.” 

They lapsed into silence as Alex reconsidered his choices for the 
journey. He took the list back from Samheed and added Florence, Fox, and 


Kitten to it. “All right, I think we’ve got a team.” He stood up. “Pll go run it 
past Ms. Octavia and Simber and then send out a blackboard 
announcement.” 

At the word blackboard, Stuart’s face pushed out. “You rang?” 

“No, I was just talking about Clive. I’ll be sending out an announcement 
later.” 

Stuart frowned. “You know, if Clive ever has a problem living up to his 
duties—” 

“Easy there, Stu,” Samheed said. “What, you’d leave me just like that?” 

“Oh, heck yes,” Stuart said. “No offense, but you’re kind of difficult.” 

Samheed laughed. “What? I’m totally offended! That was only when I 
first got here. I’m cool now.” 

“Eh,” Stuart said, looking away. 

Samheed shook his head and grinned at Alex. “You see what I have to 
deal with?” 

Alex grinned back. “I’m with Stuart. You were a real pain in the neck 
back then. It was really great here when you and Lani were missing. So 
quiet, no drama...” 

Samheed punched Alex in the arm and they left the room together, 
laughing and shoving each other like they had no problems to worry about, 
not noticing Stuart’s longing glance following Alex out the door. 


Another Journey Begins 


In the morning, as Captain Ahab brought the ship around from the lagoon, 
the warriors lined up on the shore. They were a determined bunch. Next to 
them were stacks of crates full of supplies. They weren’t sure how long 
they’d be gone. 

“Charlie knows you’re in charge,” Alex said to Ms. Morning. “If he 
hears from Matilda that anything strange is happening in Quill, he’ll go 
straight to you.” 

Charlie moved to stand at Ms. Morning’s side and gave three thumbs up. 

“And you can use a seek spell to reach me,” Ms. Morning said. She 
presented Alex with a small piccolo charm. “Here,” she said. “I made this 
when I was about your age. Now it’s my gift to you. You can use it to let me 
know if you have an emergency, and if you’re not too far away I’ll send 
Squirrelicorns out to see what’s happening. I’ve got Meghan here too, to 
help Mr. Appleblossom and me with the Warbler children, so I think we’ll 
be all right.” 

Alex nodded. He handed Ms. Morning a gift as well—a tiny stone that 
he’d painted to look like a spider. “And you can use this to send a seek spell 
to me.” He also handed her the Triad spell book. “Take good care of this, 
and don’t forget to wear a robe while I’m gone.” 

Ms. Morning smiled. She looked healthy again, and happy, too, though 
there was a hint of sorrow still in her eyes. She put her hand on Alex’s arm. 
“T feel like we have come a long way, don’t you? Like we can handle things 
now ... without him. I mean, I know you did it all alone, but now it just 
feels ... I don’t know. Easier somehow.” 

Alex smiled. “I know what you mean. We still have a lot to figure out, 
but we just know more now. I don’t think he expected any of it, or he would 
have prepared us.” 

“He would have, Alex, I’m sure of it. He tried with me, you know. He 
was getting anxious about training someone, just in case, and of course he 
trusted me. But I was always too busy with my music or my classes, or 
simply not interested. .. . I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry I wasn’t more help.” 


“TIl try to get you back for that,” Alex teased. 

“I believe you will.” Ms. Morning grinned at him. 

Alex held out his hand. “We’ll see you when we see you, Ms. Morning.” 

Ms. Morning took it. “Claire,” she said. 

Alex nodded. “Claire,” he repeated. He felt like a grown-up. 

“Take care, Alex. Make wise choices and you’|l be fine.” 

Alex nodded, surprised by the welling of emotion in his chest. It made 
him think of his father .. . and the Warbler children . . . and how Claire’s 
words were something a parent should say. Words Alex had never heard 
from his own parents. “Thanks,” he said, turning away. 

He looked at the lineup of the crew. “My, we are a motley bunch,” he 
said, making a joke to chase away the lump in his throat. From giant 
Florence to tiny Kitten, from gruff Simber to a half-dozen rigid 
squirrelicorns, from crazy Captain Ahab fresh from the prop closet to 
efficient Ms. Octavia and her flying appendages, and from Unwanted boy- 
mage Alex to brave-hearted Sky and Crow, the Artiméan army came in all 
shapes and sizes and colors and origins. But they were the strongest 
assembled crew Alex had ever seen. It occurred to him that he should tell 
them that. 

He looked at each person and creature, really looked at them, thinking 
about their strengths. And then he addressed them in a strong, steady voice. 
“You make me feel safe,” he said. “You bring honor to Artimé and to those 
who are in need of our help.” He scanned the group, all of whom stood in 
silent reverence as they listened to their mage. He noticed a tear slipping 
down Sky’s cheek, and it almost made him choke up once more. He cleared 
his throat and continued. “There’s no place I’d rather be than on a rescue 
adventure with you.” He paused. “We have a hard journey ahead, and we 
don’t know what will happen. We’ll face lots of trouble, I’m sure—it seems 
to follow us, doesn’t it? But I won’t despair if you don’t.” He smiled and 
brought his fist to his chest. 

The others, even the statues, did the same. 

“Any questions?” 

There was silence. 

Alex nodded. “Well then, crew, all aboard.” 





A New Energy in the Palace 


When Aaron woke, safe in the palace despite his nightmares, it felt like his 
brain had sorted out a dozen things for him. As if an instruction book had 
been handed to him overnight, Aaron knew what he had to do. It was so 
clear! 

He propped himself up in bed, took a piece of paper and a pencil from 
his bedside table, and let the pencil roam over the paper like he’d done 
before, drawing bloblike circles and crooked triangles and squares. It 
helped him think. 

And that’s exactly what he needed—to think just a little bit differently, 
like he’d done when he came up with the plan for the Favored Farm. Only 
this time, Aaron needed to realize all of the potential that was right in front 
of him. To be clear, he knew that following Justine’s ways in Quill was still 
the best plan. And he would continue following that. But Aaron had a new 
element to consider, which Justine never could have dreamed of. And being 
the strong, intelligent Wanted that he was, his very own mind had come up 
with it. Aaron needed to be in that jungle, winning over and training that 
army of misfits. That was all there was to it. Those creatures were his secret 
weapons, and he would tell no one about them. 

But he couldn’t neglect Quill, because his people needed some direction 
too, and definitely some nudging and motivation to get them ready for the 
ultimate fight. So while Aaron was out training the jungle creatures, 
somebody had to be in the palace to watch over things in Quill—to slowly 
mold the Wanteds and Necessaries into a stronger, more loyal society, and 
to get them angry again. They needed to build up their anger to an intensity 
to want to fight, like before. It might take a while, but with perseverance 
and a solid plan that included Aaron’s secret weapons of the jungle, all of 
Quill would one day come together for a major attack on Artimé from all 
directions. The Unwanteds wouldn’t know what hit them. It was absolutely, 
utterly the most perfect plan in the history of Quill. 

Aaron set his scribblings aside and got out of bed. He hurried to wash 
and dress, and he headed straight to his office. 


“Breakfast!” he barked at a passing maid, and then, “Secretary!” 

Eva Fathom was in earshot. She hurried over to Aaron’s doorway. 
“Yes?” 

“Has the work begun on the opening to Artimé?” 

“Yes,” Eva said. “People are moving as quickly as they can. We had to 
assemble—” 

“I need you to halt the work immediately.” 

Eva’s mouth hung open. Slowly she closed her lips. “May I ask why?” 

Aaron leaned back in his chair. “I’ve decided that while it’s important to 
close off Quill completely from outside aggressors, we need to deal with the 
ones encroaching on our own island first. Obviously, we can’t take over 
Artimé if we don’t have access to it. Once we have control of their property 
and we do away with all the Unwanteds, we’ll build a new length of wall to 
enclose everything, including that mansion, within Quill.” He folded his 
arms, pleased by his own cleverness. 

Eva blinked. “That makes a lot of sense,” she said evenly. “Do you mean 
to take over the mansion? It’s quite stunning inside.” 

“Perhaps I will. Seems a shame to let it go to ruin outside the wall.” 
Aaron knew well enough what it looked like, but Secretary didn’t need to 
know that. 

Secretary hesitated. “Pll stop the workers right away.” 

“Have them take down whatever they’ve put up so far.” 

“Right.” She turned to go. 

“Wait. Tell me—who of the former governors was most loyal to 
Justine?” 

Eva thought for a moment. “Strang, of course.” 

Aaron nodded. “That’s my thought too. Please invite him for dinner.” 

“Tonight?” 

“Tomorrow. Also, who from our Restorers might be interested in a 
government job? Bethesda or Liam, perhaps?” 

“You sent them to the Ancients Sector, sir.” 

Aaron tapped his lips. “Ah, yes. So I did. I’ve forgotten why.” 

Eva Fathom remained quiet as he pondered. She was not about to remind 
him. “I could see if they’re still alive,” she said, “though it’s been quite a 
while, so it’s doubtful.” 

“Yes, do that. If they’re still biding their time, order the sector overseer 
to hand them over to you.” 


“Tf you’re sure.” 

“Of course I am.” 

The maid came in with a tray of breakfast for Aaron, set it on his desk, 
and left. Eva waited at the door to see if there was anything else. 

Aaron picked up a spoon and stirred something mushy in a bowl. He 
tasted it and made a face. “Also, Gondoleery Rattrapp.” 

Eva narrowed her eyes. “What about her?” 

“Invite her to dinner as well.” 

Eva pursed her lips but said nothing. She’d told Aaron that Gondoleery 
was up to something strange. But she couldn’t force the high priest to make 
wise choices. “Very well,” she said. “Anyone else?” She refrained from 
suggesting every ridiculous thought that came to her head now that 
Gondoleery had been brought into the picture. Claire Morning, perhaps? 
How about Alex Stowe? 

“No, that’ll do for now. If you do find Bethesda or Liam alive, invite 
them as well.” 

“For dinner tomorrow.” 

“Yes.” 

“With Governor Strang and Gondoleery.” Eva couldn’t imagine a more 
dreadful grouping of guests. 

Aaron was beginning to look annoyed. “Yes.” He shoved a spoonful of 
gruel into his mouth. “And get some decent food from the Favored Farm, 
since our kitchen staff doesn’t seem to understand what good food tastes 
like. This is disgusting.” 
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Eva Fathom began with the easiest task—lugging armloads of fruits and 
vegetables from the Favored Farm to the Quillitary vehicle, and then 
stopping for chickens as well. It wasn’t her job to get the food, but she 
didn’t trust the kitchen staff to know ripe from rotten, so it was easier to do 
it herself. 

Next her driver took her to former governor Strang’s house. He still lived 
in the governor housing, but he hadn’t been seen much since Aaron had 
taken over. No one knew, or seemed to care, what he was doing after he got 
fired. Eva walked up to the front door and knocked. 

No one answered, so she knocked again. This time she heard a noise 
inside, and soon the door opened a crack. “Who is it?” came Strang’s 


familiar voice. It sounded duller than usual, if that were possible. 

“It’s Eva Fathom. Secretary, that is.” Eva tried to peek through the crack 
in the door without appearing to be nosy. 

“What do you want?” 

“The High Priest Aaron Stowe would like to invite you to dinner 
tomorrow evening.” 

The door opened farther and Strang stuck his head out. Eva Fathom tried 
hard not to stare, for the young man’s appearance was quite different from 
before. His hair was long and unkempt, his face unshaven. His eyes were 
bloodshot, and he had gained quite a large girth since Eva had seen him last. 

“What for?” Strang asked. 

“Pm not exactly sure,’ Eva said. “Something about a job in the 
government. He knows you were loyal to Justine, and he’d like to talk with 
you.” 

Former Governor Strang narrowed his eyes. “What time?” 

“Eight o’clock.” 

Strang hesitated. “Fine.” He nodded once and shut the door in Eva’s 
face. 

Eva smiled condescendingly at the door and went back to the vehicle. 
“To the Ancients Sector, please,” she told the driver. 

At the Ancients Sector, Eva hesitated before she went inside. She had 
been very close to being sent here by Justine, and Eva didn’t look at this 
place with any amount of warmth, that was for sure. No one did. 

She waited at the small rundown gray table for someone to notice her. 

A worker looked up. “Time’s up, eh? Who sent you?” 

“No, no,” Secretary said. “I’m not checking in or out just yet. I’m on an 
errand for the high priest.” 

“Sure,” the woman said. 

“No, truly I am. I’m to inquire after two individuals. Bethesda Dia 
Gloria and Liam Healy. Are they still housed here, or are they . . . not?” 

The woman stood. “Bethesda’s gone and buried. Liam’s heading to the 
sleep chamber today.” She looked out the window. “He’s standing there 
now, waiting to go in.” 

Eva stepped to the window. “Oh dear. Well, by order of the high priest, 
you’|l need to put a halt to it. I’m to collect him and his things and take him 
to the palace.” 

The worker narrowed her eyes. “What proof do you have?” 


Eva’s lips quivered. She looked at her wrinkled hands resting on the 
window frame. And then she closed her eyes and used the code phrase that 
Justine had given to her that would overrule any other measure put in place, 
her voice quiet so as not to be overheard. “In the name of Quill, and upon 
your life and mine, it shall be done.” 

The worker was quiet. “Apologies,” she said. 

Eva turned to look at her. “Get going, then, before they kill him.” 

The woman nodded, flustered, and nearly tripped over the chair leg on 
her way out. 

Eva hesitated, then followed. Liam was certain to be overwhelmingly 
grateful. And she was determined to be on the receiving end of the gratitude 
when he was. 





A Visit to Gondoleery’s 


Liam sat down in the backseat of the Quillitary vehicle next to Eva 
Fathom. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and put his face in his 
hands. He shook while Eva instructed the driver, he shook as they drove off, 
and he even shook as Eva patted his shoulder a few minutes later. 

Finally he took in a deep breath, sat back, and looked at her. “I don’t 
know how to thank you for this,” he said in a low voice. 

Eva smiled. “One day you will know exactly how to thank me,” she said. 
“All you need to do now is go along with whatever Aaron says.” She 
looked out her window. “If you want to stay out of the Ancients Sector, I 
mean.” 

Liam regarded her. “But I—after the mage—and Claire Morning, and 
that pantry—I just can’t...” 

Eva turned toward him. “Listen to me,” she said, softly enough that the 
driver couldn’t hear. “You can say things with your lips that your heart 
doesn’t feel. And for now you will. You must.” 

Liam’s lips parted. He faced forward and closed them again. “Oh. Of 
course. In that case. Is that what you—?” 

“Good.” She looked straight ahead. “Good. We’ll talk again another 
time.” 

The driver stopped outside Gondoleery Rattrapp’s house. Eva got out of 
the vehicle, and then she bent down and looked in. “I think you should 
come with me.” 

Liam fumbled with the handle and got out, and together they walked up 
the path to the door. 

The last time Eva was here, the house had glowed blue. But this time 
there was a faint orange glow coming from behind the curtains. “Do you 
see that?” she whispered. 

Liam nodded, eyes wide. 

Eva knocked on the door. “Pay close attention to everything.” 

Scuttling noises came from inside. Eva knocked again. 


When at last Gondoleery opened the door, a rush of hot air blew over 
Eva and Liam. Eva disguised the surprise on her face at the sight of their 
old Restorer, but Liam stared. 

“What do you want?” Gondoleery asked. Her face was red and blistered 
in spots, her wild gray hair was blown back, and her knuckles were covered 
in burns. She pulled a thin blanket around her shoulders and gripped it 
tightly around her neck as if she were cold. 

Eva smiled politely. “Aaron—I mean the high priest—is wondering if 
you will come to the palace for dinner tomorrow night. Eight o’clock.” 

“What for?” 

The questions were sounding familiar. “I’m not sure exactly,” Eva said. 
“Something about a possible government job. Strang will be there, and 
Liam, too. And me, of course.” Eva knitted her brows thoughtfully. “I 
think.” 

Gondoleery stared. “Why in Quill would I ever want or need to spend 
time with that arrogant snot?” 

Eva smiled. “I wouldn’t know.” She realized something else that looked 
so strange about Gondoleery—her eyebrows were gone. Eva glanced over 
Gondoleery’s shoulder, trying to look inside. She could smell wood or 
something else burning. “But you’re invited, nevertheless, and I do hope to 
see you. It’ll be nice to catch up again.” 

Liam slowly rose up on the balls of his feet, trying to see into the house. 

Gondoleery sneered. “Don’t count on it.” She closed the door swiftly. 

“All right, then,” Eva said, smiling brightly at the closed door. She 
turned to Liam and muttered, “Let’s go.” 

They walked back to the vehicle. 

Gondoleery’s front door opened again. “What time did you say?” 

“Eight o’clock.” Eva smiled and got in the jalopy as Gondoleery 
slammed her front door. 

Liam climbed in beside her. “Great Quill,” he said. “That was—” 

Eva pressed her fingertips on his arm. “Save it,’ she murmured. She 
leaned forward to speak to the driver. “Back to the palace, if you please, 
sir.” 

They drove in strained silence the short distance to the palace. When 
they got out, Eva slipped the driver a sack full of fruits and vegetables she 
had picked up that morning from the Favored Farm. “Here, take these,” she 
told him. “And give my best to your family.” 


“Th-thanks,” the driver said, dubious. “Thanks a lot—my wife will be 
very grateful.” 

“Just as I am grateful for you,” Eva said. “I shall call on you again when 
my business takes me into Quill.” 

The driver bowed his head. “I am at your service, madam.” 

She waved him off, and the two watched him drive away. 

“What is going on here?” Liam asked under his breath. “I’m not quite 
sure I understand... you.” 

Eva tilted her head and opened the door to the palace. “Hmm?” she said. 
“Whatever do you mean?” 


The Team 


Once the ship had sailed and everyone had stowed their things, Alex 
gathered them on deck. “Do any of you know what ‘sports’ are?” he asked. 

Lani, who had been studying a wrinkled piece of paper, folded it quickly 
and put it in her pocket, then lifted her hand in the air, along with a few 
others. “I read about it. It’s kind of like having a battle. Everybody on your 
side has a job to do, and if everybody does their thing right, you can win 
against the other team. People do it for fun. I don’t get why you’d want to 
have a battle just for the fun of it, but whatever.” 

Samheed and Carina Holiday exchanged a grin. They both loved a good 
battle and would probably choose to do it for fun every day if they could. 

“T saw that,” Lani said. 

“Anyway,” Alex interrupted, “that’s the kind of mission this is. Those of 
us who have been training with Ms. Octavia will have certain parts to play 
in the rescue, and everyone else will have different roles. If we do it right, 
it'll work perfectly and no one will even notice we’ve stolen Sky and 
Crow’s mother away. That’s what we’re going for. A rescue without a 
fight.” 

Carina looked disappointed. She was still a bit mad about the last battle 
on Warbler, where she and Sean had been knocked out at the very beginning 
by sleep darts. 

Alex continued laying out the plan. “Ideally, it'll be simple,” he said. 
“We’ll wait for Sky and Crow’s mother by the skylight. Her name is 
Copper, by the way, which is also the same color as her hair, so that will 
help you identify her.” Alex glanced at Sky to make sure he’d gotten the 
details correct. 

Sky nodded. “Her hair is long and a little bit lighter than mine,” she said. 
“She wears scarves over it, or at least she did. And she has the golden- 
orange eyes and thorn necklace as well.” 

“Sounds like she’s not hard to miss,” Sean said. “Right, Crow?” He’d 
taken quite a liking to the quiet Warbler boy. 

Crow nodded. “She’s beautiful,” he said. 


Carina’s hand flitted to her mouth and her eyes glistened. “It’s settled, 
then,” she declared, patting the boy on the knee. “We shall save her.” Carina 
had a young son of her own and was no doubt thinking of him. She gave 
Sky’s shoulders a squeeze. 

“Once we’ve spotted her and alerted her to our presence, we’ll 
communicate a time for her to sneak out the fishing hatch, and we’ll take 
her from there. And if she’s unable to access that hatch or too afraid 
because she can’t swim, we’ll have her return to the spot by the skylight. 
Florence can smash in the window, and we’ll lower a rope and pull her out 
that way.” 

Samheed yawned. “Sounds easy enough. You probably won’t even need 
us.” 

“Well, that’s where phase two comes in.” 

Carina perked up her ears. “Phase two? I’m listening.” 

“Remember the animals? The sea creatures caged underwater on the 
other side of the reverse aquarium? Some of us saw them the first time we 
were there.” 

Sky, Crow, Simber, and Carina nodded. 

“Are we going to set them free?” Crow asked, excited. 

Alex grinned. “Yes. At least we’ll try. They shouldn’t be trapped like 
that. I can’t stop thinking about them.” He also couldn’t stop thinking about 
Spike, but that was another matter. 

“Cool, so we’ll figure out how to release them,” Samheed said. He 
narrowed his eyes. “Wait. What kind of creatures are we talking about?” 

“I’m not sure,” Alex admitted. “We didn’t get a good look.” 

“So they could attack us.” 

“I suppose they could.” 

Henry frowned. “I’m not sure I have any medicine to treat injuries from 
sea creatures,” he muttered. 

Simber glanced at Ms. Octavia. “Can you communicate with waterrr 
crtreaturrres, Octavia?” 

“T’ve never done it before, but I can try,” the art instructor answered. “I 
won’t know until we get there.” 

The team began to buzz with excitement. Alex let them talk it out. He 
was glad to see their enthusiasm. But Sky’s face wore a look of dismay. 
Alex studied her, and then walked over and knelt on the deck by her side. 
“What’s wrong?” 


She looked at him. “You all seem more excited about saving the 
creatures than saving my mother.” 

Alex touched her arm. “Only because they didn’t know about the 
creatures. It’s a new development—one I’d only been thinking about 
recently. They’ve known all along we were going to save your mother. And, 
I should add, they all volunteered their time to train for this rescue because 
of you and your mother, not because of sea creatures. They committed to 
weeks and weeks of intense training—you know more than anyone how 
hard we’ve worked.” He smiled, remembering the time she’d tried to leave 
on a raft to rescue her mother on her own before she even knew how to 
swim. Impulsively he took her hand. “The entire team will be on backup in 
case something goes wrong with your mother. Believe me, it’s our first 
priority.” 

Sky squeezed his hand. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m 
just anxious about it. I really am grateful.” 

Alex smiled. Reluctantly he pulled his hand away and stood up. “I’m 
glad you believe me. And now I’m going to make sure everybody else feels 
the same as we do about the mission.” 

“Thanks, Alex,” Sky said sheepishly. Then she leaned in and whispered, 
“Was it your whale that got you so interested in the sea creatures?” 

Alex froze. “Um... no,” he said. “I...um... I’ve got to...” He 
whirled around and pointed his thumbs at the group, indicating he had 
things to do. He flashed an apologetic smile and stepped away to address 
the others, leaving Sky looking confused. 

“Tt was just a question,” she muttered. But he was already out of range. 

“Okay, okay,” Alex said, waving his hands to get the team’s attention. 
“Quiet down. And let’s not forget that our goal here is saving Copper. We’ll 
help the creatures if we can, but only after we’ve got Copper safe and 
sound. Clear?” 

“Absolutely clearrr,” Simber said. 

The others nodded. “Of course!” “That’s what we’re here for.” Their 
voices rang out full of enthusiasm, which eased Alex’s mind. He looked at 
Sky, eyebrows raised. 

She put her thumbs up and smiled. “Thank you.” 

Alex breathed a sigh of relief that the crisis was averted. But he had 
some jumbled feelings churning inside him that he couldn’t seem to 
straighten out. In addition to his frustration over his inability to concentrate, 


and his embarrassment over his failures with Spike, Alex couldn’t help but 
feel a bit guilty—because he, too, was more than a little excited to rescue 
the sea creatures. Perhaps one of them would be so grateful to be free that it 
would become Alex’s special water creature. Fully devoted . . . one who 
would replace the spot in his heart left cold and empty by his terrible 
mistake with Spike Furious. 


Watching and Waiting 


Speckled by cries of “Thar she blows!” from Captain Ahab, mews in 
triplicate from Kitten, and the occasional rumblings from Florence or 
Simber, the conversations on board the pirate ship were mostly earnest and 
thoughtful as the day progressed into night. And conversations between 
Alex and Sky were virtually nonexistent as Alex strove to avoid all mention 
of Spike. Though the longer he kept the secret, the more he began wanting 
to confess everything to her so he could get it off his chest. 

Sky wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. After the kiss on the beach, the 
last thing she expected was for Alex to grow more distant. She had thought 
the opposite would happen. But she had plenty else on her mind to focus on 
right now, like rescuing her mother. Everyone on board was trying to focus 
on the mission, Sky most of all. So she didn’t give Alex’s behavior much 
thought. 

As they sailed past Warbler Island, the captain kept the ship far from 
shore at Alex’s command—they didn’t want Warbler to mistake them as 
coming to attack, and they kept the ship dark until they were well past the 
island. It was better not to let them know they had left Artimé vulnerable. 

Fox, Kitten, Ahab, Simber, and Florence made up the statue brigade. 
Octavia and a handful of squirrelicorns represented the creatures, and Alex, 
Lani, Samheed, Carina, Sean, Henry, Sky, and Crow were the human factor. 
It was almost perfect. It would have been nice to have Meghan with them, 
but she was one of only a few who knew and could handle performing the 
dissipate spell, which would remove the thorn necklaces from the Warbler 
children. Alex knew from experience that it was such a painstaking spell, 
and so dangerous, that a person could only do a few of them a day without 
tempting great error. The tiniest shaking of a hand could cause irreparable 
damage—or make someone completely disappear, as had happened quite 
tragically to Gremily the squirrelicorn during the battle on Warbler. 

Alex missed having Meg on this trip. While he and Meghan hadn’t spent 
a lot of time together lately because of all the things they were busy with, 
he still considered her one of his best friends. Alex walked to the stern of 


the ship and looked back toward home. The island of Quill was there, he 
knew, even though it was dark. 

Above his head, Simber flapped his wings now and then, but mostly he 
soared with them outstretched, riding the breeze. The ship moved slowly 
during the dark hours so that they wouldn’t reach Pirate Island until 
daylight. Since Pirate Island could erupt or sink under the water without 
notice, Alex didn’t want to be too close, and he wanted to be able to see. 

“When we get close, you’ll make surrre someone looks afterrr the 
kitten?” 

Alex smiled in the dark. “Yes. Henry will take her.” They were silent for 
a bit, and then Alex asked, “Can the captain swim?” 

“I don’t know. It won’t help to ask him, so Pl keep an eye on him. I 
would imagine he’d sink like a rrrock.” 

“Everybody else can swim,” Alex said. “I was careful about that when I 
was first choosing this group.” 

“It may not matterrr, if we get sucked into the volcano,” Simber said 
dryly. 

“That’s not going to happen,” Alex said. He hoped very much he was 
right. But there was no telling when the fiery island would suddenly decide 
to plunge underwater. 

“Have you considerrred anchorrring the ship a distance away and taking 
a smaller crrrew on my back to save the woman?” 

“I have,” Alex mused. “But you can’t possibly carry Florence, can you? 
We may need her.” 

The cat growled. “No, you’rrre rrright. I could prrrobably hold herrr a 
shorrrt amount of time, but not morrre than a few seconds.” 

“And I don’t like having the others so far away if something goes 
wrong.” 

Simber nodded. “I agrrree.” 

“So I guess we just have to wait off shore for the island to sink and 
resurface, and risk it.” 

“Its underrrwaterrr now,” Simber said, his eyes trained on the spot 
where the island should be. “It’s been down forrr quite a while.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s good, then. We’ll try our rescue when it comes up and 
the volcano fire dies down.” 

“T’ll keep you inforrrmed.” Simber looked down at Alex. “You should 
rrrest while you can.” 


Alex nodded. “I’m headed that way now. Thanks, Sim.” 
Simber growled in response, which Alex knew was the statue’s way of 
saying “You’re welcome.” 


DD « « 


Everyone slept restlessly as they waited for daybreak. When Sky awoke, 
she sat at the bow of the ship, gazing forward, occupied with her thoughts. 
Alex left her alone. His mind was filled with preparations and plans for the 
rescue. And as much as he longed to sit with her and talk through his 
failures with Spike, he had to let that go and focus on the rescue. 

As it turned out, Alex didn’t need Simber to tell him when Pirate Island 
resurfaced. The captain made it quite clear. 

“Thar she blows!” he cried. “Blasted creature. Wretched, elusive sack!” 
Captain Ahab seemed to think the island was the whale he’d been chasing 
for years, and no one could convince him otherwise. “Aye, the whale will 
be the death of us all!” 

“There’s really no need to be so dramatic,” Alex muttered, forgetting the 
statue was a theater prop and so was inclined to drama. He sat up to watch. 
He could barely see the volcano outlined against the sky. 

Water shot from the mouth of the volcano, followed by fireballs and 
enormous flames lighting up the sky. The Artiméans could hear the slap of 
the water hitting the sea, and the roar and hiss of the volcano spewing 
molten lava. 

They were far enough away that the big wave that rolled toward them 
was manageable, so they stood at the railing to observe. It was a most 
spectacular, thrilling, and frightening sight to see. 

As the entire ship watched in awe, no one, not even Simber, noticed the 
slithering creature rise up from the murky water behind them, blinking its 
electric eyes. 





In over Her Head 


While everyone else watched the lavaworks display, Simber sampled the 
air and snapped to attention, looking all around. “Something’s wrrrong,” he 
growled. 

Alex turned sharply. “What is it?” 

Screams and shouts rang out as the head of an enormous electric eel rose 
out of the water. It bumped against the ship, making the decks shudder. 

“Everybody get below!” Florence shouted. “Giant eel!” 

The Artiméans fled in all directions. The eel began wrapping itself 
around the ship, slipping its tail end up and over the port side railing while 
its head slithered up the starboard side and onto the deck. 

Florence lunged for the head, tipping the ship precariously. Everyone on 
deck tumbled to the side, unable to go anywhere of their own free will. 

Simber torpedoed through the air to assist, grabbing the eel’s tail end in 
his jaws, but the slippery creature slid free and slapped Simber with a 
powerful blast to his head, knocking the cat off balance and sending him 
careening toward the water. He soared back up, shaking the nonsense from 
his head after the blow. 

“No!” Alex cried, coming to his senses and staggering to his feet. “Come 
on, guys. Attack!” He rummaged for a spell, shooting off blinding 
highlighters at the eel’s eyes. Its eyes sparked with fire, and Florence cried 
out. She released her grip on the eel’s head as its tail lashed this way and 
that, seeking its next victim. 

“Look out!” Sean cried as the eel wrapped its tail around Carina. 

Carina began firing off every spell she knew, even using heart attack 
spells at the creature, but nothing seemed strong enough for such a beast. 
The eel lifted her into the air and flung her overboard, into the sea. 

Florence let out a war cry like nothing any of them had ever heard 
before. She rolled to the other side of the deck, sending every human and 
creature on the ship tumbling again as she reached for the eel’s tail. 

Simber, back in the air above the ship, went after Carina as the slithering 
beast grabbed the fox next, flinging him far across the water in the opposite 


direction. 

“Mewmewmew!” screamed Kitten from somewhere on the ship. 

“Hang on, everybody!” Florence yelled. And then to Simber, “I’ve got 
this, Sim! You take care of everybody else!” She lunged once more, sending 
Henry and Samheed flying overboard into the water. Simber zoomed 
overhead, depositing Carina onto the deck once the ship righted itself again 
and going after Fox. Florence closed a two-handed grip around the tip of 
the giant eel’s tail. 

The eel jerked wildly, trying to escape from Florence’s grip. It hissed as 
Florence dug her iron fingers into the creature and began to pull the eel by 
the tail. It writhed and twisted all the way around the hull of the ship, and it 
clamped its mouth onto the ship’s railing to stop Florence from pulling it 
any farther. Captain Ahab, carrying his wooden leg, which had been 
knocked loose in all the commotion, began to slam the eel over the head 
with it. From the ropes, Ms. Octavia unleashed an arsenal of magical spells 
on the creature that half the humans had never heard of before. 

The eel let out a scream as Florence yanked it, and then its mouth let go 
of the railing and its head jerked down below the water. Florence scrambled 
to her feet, balancing precipitously with one foot on each side of the ship, 
and began coiling the eel. Simber soared in and dropped Fox onto the ship. 
“Arrre you surtre you’ve got this?” Simber roared at Florence. 

“Would I lie to you?” Florence shouted back. 

“Simber!” Alex yelled. “Over there!” He pointed out Henry and 
Samheed. 

Simber glanced at the boys bobbing in the water, looked back at 
Florence, and hesitated in the air. Then he followed Alex’s instructions and 
flew over the sea to rescue the boys. 

Just then the eel’s body twisted in Florence’s hands. Its tail sprang loose 
from her grip and lashed out, slapping her across one cheek and then the 
other. Electric sparks shot up and arced like fireworks raining down on the 
ship. Florence lunged and staggered as the head of the eel rose up and 
struck at the giant statue. The ship rocked. The eel twisted itself around 
Florence in jerks and spasms. Florence stumbled, her arms pinned to her 
chest and her stride shortened by the eel’s grasp. She lost her balance, fell 
backward, and sat down hard, crashing through the deck, her backside 
coming to rest on the deck ten feet below. 


The eel screamed and lurched wildly to the port side. With a mighty 
twist, it lifted Florence’s body up and out of the hole as if she weighed 
nothing at all. The eel wound around the ebony warrior like a bandage, and 
then, as a unit, they rolled to one side. Florence, arms tied to her chest by 
the eel, managed to loosen a hand from the creature’s grasp. She flailed 
blindly, grabbed the railing, and shouted a muffled, “Everybody hang on!” 

Simber reached the boys in the water and turned to see what had 
happened. “Are you okay for a bit?” he asked them. 

They nodded. 

“TIl be rrright back,” he growled, and barreled back toward the ship. 

Before he could reach it, the ship groaned and tilted precipitously, 
throwing everyone off their feet once more. With one last lunge against the 
railing, the eel flipped Florence and drove her over the side, but she 
wouldn’t let go of her grip on it. The eel smashed its head against 
Florence’s hand, forcing her to loosen her grip. Florence hung on for a 
breathless second, her mummy-wrapped body dangling over the water. 
“Simber,” she called, sounding oddly calm, “as it turns out, I may need a 
little help after all.” Her hand slipped the slightest bit, giving the entire ship 
a tiny jolt. 

Simber roared. He reached his front legs toward her, dodging the waving 
tail of the eel. Stone clinked against stone as Simber’s paws encircled 
Florence’s forearm. When her fingers let go of the railing, Simber beat his 
wings with all his might, pulling up toward the sky. 

But Florence, wrapped in a giant eel, was too heavy. And Simber was 
too late to do anything else. With a sickening scrape, Florence’s arm slid 
through Simber’s grasp. And with an enormous smack, Florence and the eel 
hit the water and disappeared. 

Like a catapult, the ship snapped back, throwing everybody on board 
into the sea in the opposite direction. One by one, the shouts and cries of the 
airborne stopped abruptly as the Artiméans hit the water. 

Only Simber’s roar never ceased. 

When the ship had righted itself, it was clear there was nothing anyone 
could do about Florence except hope for her to gain the upper hand against 
the eel and fight her way back up. 

Simber turned sharply and shouted for Alex. 

“Pm here—I’m fine,” Alex called out, a short distance from the ship. 
“Does anybody have Kitten?” 


“She’s in my pocket!” Henry yelled from the other side of the ship. He 
reached down and pulled her out, lifting her above the water’s surface. “Is 
everybody okay?” 

“Fine,” groaned Carina, who had been flung into the sea twice now. “All 
the humans are accounted for. Creatures? Statues?” 

“Yes, we’re all here,” Ms. Octavia said. “I’m going after Florence.” She 
dove below the surface and disappeared. 

“Blast it!” cried Captain Ahab, who had entangled himself in a rope for 
safety and was the only one to remain on board. “My leg—lI’ve lost it 
again.” His shout ended with a hiccup and a sob. “Oh, you shimmering 
beast. You wear a facade, but I know ’tis you, you simmering barrel of 
blubber!” 

“But what can Ms. Octavia do about Florence?” Sky called out. “Even 
her magic wasn’t working against the eel.” She paused, then added, “Can 
Florence swim? How will she get back?” 

Simber, silent now, lowered himself to hover just above the water. Alex 
grabbed a wing on its way down and vaulted onto Simber’s back. Crow 
followed, and Simber flew to assist the others. He began rumbling under his 
breath. 

“Florence!” Alex called, the others joining in. “Florence?” He scanned 
the water, silently begging Florence to surface. Soon everybody was back 
on board the ship and craning their necks over the sides, looking for any 
sign of their Magical Warrior instructor. 

“Simber,” Alex said quietly, fear creeping up to his throat, “do you know 
if Florence knows how to swim?” 

“What?” Simber looked at him, alarmed. “You told me everrrybody on 
boarrrd but Kitten and Ahab could swim.” 

Everybody turned to look at Alex. 

“I—I guess I forgot about Florence,” Alex said in a small voice. “I 
wasn’t going to bring her on this journey initially, so when I was reviewing 
the list, I must have just . . . gotten distracted. And forgotten to ask her like I 
asked everybody else.” He looked down. “And in all my planning, I never 
pictured something like this happening. I mean, did you? Besides,” he said, 
feeling increasingly defensive, “Florence is ... she’s . . . she’s supposed to 
be invincible.” 

“Invincible!” Simber looked sharply at Alex. “You mean just like Mrrr. 
Today?” he asked. His voice grew even louder. “Just like me? What’s 
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wrrrong with you, Alex? Think, boy!” He plucked Ahab’s wooden leg from 
the water, dropped it to the deck with a clatter, and soared high overhead, 
circling the ship, peering down at the water as the first sliver of the sun 
came up and the last belches of fire lit up the sky. 

The others shuffled their feet, throwing uneasy glances Alex’s way. No 
one liked to be yelled at by Simber. But Simber yelling at Alex, the head 
mage? It was mortifying. 

There was nothing worse than Simber’s disappointment, except perhaps 
his silence. Alex stood at the railing near the gaping hole in the deck created 
by Florence’s backside, his pride and confidence stinging from the public 
verbal slap from his closest confidant. He wished he could disappear. 
Simber had never spoken to Mr. Today like that. Not in front of anyone, at 
least. It made Alex feel like a child. 

He didn’t see Lani looking on with sympathy, or Sean and Carina in a 
heated conversation with Samheed in the corner, or the captain crawling 
over to retrieve his wooden leg. 

What could Alex do? If she couldn’t swim, Florence was most certainly 
at the bottom of the sea by now. Ms. Octavia couldn’t bring her back to the 
surface any better than Alex could. He was tempted to jump in heroically in 
an attempt to rescue Florence, but that was something the younger Alex 
might have done, and it would only cause more trouble in the end. 

The only question Alex couldn’t face was the one that plagued his 
thoughts now. Sure, Simber had survived weeks stuck at the bottom of the 
sea, but that was when he was essentially put to sleep—the magic had been 
pulled out of him. His world didn’t exist. But what happened if a creature or 
statue was alive when it happened? Did statues breathe? And if so... could 
they drown? 





An Unsettling Rift 


Many intense minutes passed as the reality of the situation hit them— 
Florence, whom no one ever thought to worry about, was gone, and she 
didn’t seem to be coming back. Sunk to the bottom of the sea, possibly 
drowned by a giant sparking eel. 

Finally Ms. Octavia burst through the surface and sucked in a long 
breath, and another. 

“Did you find her?” Alex shouted. “Is she okay?” 

Ms. Octavia held up a tentacle until she could speak. “She’s gone,” the 
octogator said finally. 

“Gone?” Lani gasped. “Like . . . dead?” 

“No—sorry. I mean she’s not nearby. The eel dragged her away. I caught 
a glimpse of them heading in that direction at top speed.” Ms. Octavia 
pointed to the west, beyond the fiery island. “I followed for a bit, but the eel 
was going much faster than I could ever go, and soon they were out of 
sight.” She paused to cover her face for a moment. 

Alex thought he heard a sob. But then Ms. Octavia dipped her face down 
into the water again and wiped it off with a big sigh. She reached for a rope 
and scrabbled up the side of the ship. When Simber swooped down to help, 
Ms. Octavia waved him away, as if she couldn’t bear the sight of him. Once 
on board, she began to construct a new leg for the captain like she always 
did, not realizing Simber had found the old one this time. 

Alex looked at Sky, needing desperately to talk about this latest disaster. 
This was too big for him to handle alone. She held his gaze, and they 
walked carefully around the hole in the deck to meet at a quiet spot, all 
awkwardness between them immediately pushed aside. 

“Look, Alex, it’s not your fault,” Sky said. “Florence isn’t a child. She’s 
a grown woman. Um, statue. Whatever. She knew the risks of being on a 
ship. Plus, she told Simber she could handle it.” 

“And besides that,” Alex said, “nobody could have predicted that there 
was anything powerful enough to wrestle Florence off a ship and into the 


sea.” He was still stunned that such a sea creature existed, let alone one so 
unaffected by their magic. 


“Exactly.” 
“But,” Alex went on, “I still feel responsible. I’m in charge. And like 
Simber said . . . I should’ve known if she could swim or not. Because 


maybe Simber would have been able to do something different, or sooner, if 
he’d known.” 

“It’s not like Simber was just sitting around—he was doing some pretty 
important things too,” Sky reminded him. 

But Alex pounded his forehead in frustration. “Another stupid mistake,” 
he said, thinking about Spike. “What are we going to do without Florence?” 

Sky rested a cool hand on the back of his neck. “You’re being too hard 
on yourself,” she said. 

He pulled away. “You don’t know the half of it.” 

Sky’s hand jerked back like she’d been stung. “Wow. Sorry.” 

Alex sighed. “No, no, I’m sorry. You were being awesome. As usual,” he 
said, feeling totally miserable. “I’m just mad . . . at myself.” He looked past 
her, over the water. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me these days.” 

Sky pressed her lips together and stood there awkwardly, not knowing 
what to say. She didn’t want to make things worse, so she said nothing at 
all. 

Simber kept his distance, aloof, mourning in his own way. 

Samheed approached Alex and Sky, his hair wild and standing every 
which way from the dousing. “It’s my fault, Al,” he said. “I told you to add 
Florence to the list at the last minute. I didn’t think—” 

“Thanks, Sam—I really appreciate it. But it’s not your job to think,” 
Alex said, knowing he sounded like a jerk but unable to stop himself. He 
raised his voice, wanting to be sure Simber picked up on it. “It’s my job to 
think of everything. Didn’t you hear? Didn’t everyone hear?” 

Samheed opened his mouth to shoot off a retort, but Sky caught his eye 
and her look stopped him. She took Samheed by the arm and led him a few 
steps away, whispering, “He’s upset about Simber, not you. And Florence, 
of course. Any chance you can let this one slide?” 

Samheed frowned, but then shrugged. “I guess I could let one dumbhead 
remark go. Just this once.” 

Alex, gazing off over the water, turned abruptly and went down the stairs 
to the deck below to get away from the cat and nurse his wounds—to his 


pride, and also to his heart from the loss of their beloved Florence. 


The Quest Continues 


There was little time to mourn. 

After a while, Alex realized the captain was waiting for instructions. 
And since the volcanic activity had halted and Pirate Island stood quiet, he 
knew they needed to make their approach before it was too late. Florence 
would have wanted them to continue with the quest—Alex knew that well 
enough. He made his way back to the top deck. “To the island, Captain,” 
Alex said. 

The ship, sturdy and strong as ever in spite of the hole in the main deck, 
was soon sailing along at a fast pace, and the subdued passengers tried to 
forget their shock and sadness by cleaning up the mess made by the rocking 
ship. 

Alex ignored Simber, even though he was dying to ask him if he knew 
anything more about Florence—like did she breathe? But he couldn’t bear 
to be publicly rebuffed again, for failing to find out if everyone on his team 
breathed or not. Who even thinks about such things? Besides, finding out 
the answer now didn’t matter. She was either dead or alive somewhere in 
this vast sea, and either way they’d probably never see her again. 

Simber flew out ahead of the ship now, perhaps so that no one could see 
his face. “Not that I care,” Alex muttered rather incoherently. He needed a 
new plan now that they didn’t have Florence. 

It was with great pain to his soul that he realized they didn’t actually 
need Florence to punch a hole through the glass skylight. Simber could do it 
just as easily. So she could have stayed safe in Artimé after all. Of course, 
then it would have been someone else getting dragged off by the eel. 
Probably Simber. “Not that I care,” he muttered again, louder. 

Ms. Octavia looked at him. “When people say that,” she said, “they 
usually mean the opposite. And I suspect you care a great deal about 
whatever it is you’re struggling with.” The octogator swished over to Alex. 
“Did I miss something?” 

Alex laughed bitterly. “Yeah, you could say that.” 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 


Alex looked at Simber. He was sure the cat could hear. The cat hears all 
and knows all—Alex had that ingrained in his memory well enough by 
now. “No, thank you.” 

Ms. Octavia followed Alex’s gaze. “Ah. I see.” She put a tentacle on 
Alex’s arm. “He’s feeling guilty, thinking he should have saved her. They 
were very close friends. You know,” she said, turning to look at Alex, “I 
just realized how alike you two are. No wonder you’ve finally clashed.” 

Alex turned toward Ms. Octavia and studied her for a moment. “You’ve 
lost your glasses,” he said finally. 

“Yes,” she said with a rueful smile. “They’re at the bottom of the sea 
now. Siggy will find me another pair from his costume box once we get 
home, I suppose.” 

Alex’s chest tightened. Tears sprang to his eyes. He remembered the last 
time Ms. Octavia had lost her glasses—on the day Artimé came back to life. 
Alex had picked them up for her, overjoyed at the sight of her yet still 
heartbroken because he had to tell her the news that Mr. Today was dead. 

Now, with Florence gone and Simber mad, he leaned forward, elbows on 
the railing, and buried his face in his hands. “I’m so sorry,” he choked out. 

Ms. Octavia patted Alex’s back. “There, there,” she said. “It’s just a pair 
of glasses! And Pll tell you a secret—they were purely for vanity. I assure 
you I can see perfectly.” 

Alex sighed and breathed in and out. “I know,” he said. He kept his face 
covered. “Mr. Today told me.” 

“Oh, that Marcus, what a stinker! He wasn’t supposed to tell,” Ms. 
Octavia said with a laugh, but her eyes shone, and soon she was weeping 
openly. “And now Florence. Oh, dear Alex. You’ve been thoroughly wrung 
out in ways most of us will never understand.” 

Alex couldn’t speak. After a few minutes, as Captain Ahab guided the 
ship to the south side of Pirate Island, Alex squeezed the end of one of Ms. 
Octavia’s tentacles and patted the top of it. “Thank you,” he said. 

And then he sniffed, composed himself, and took his place at the bow of 
the ship to address the fractured team, for it was also his job to bring them 
all together once more. 


The Bird’s-Eye View 


It was back to business, and the first team was off to Pirate Island. Alex 
shoved his feelings aside, more determined than ever not to let anything get 
in the way of this mission. He could not mess up again. 

“Do you see anyone?” he whispered a short while later. 

“Not on the upper level,” Sky said. She leaned over the skylight of the 
reverse aquarium—the glassed-in, undersea island habitat that was built 
around a volcano. She scooped water and sand out of the shallow window 
well to get a clearer look. Crow pushed in beside her, and Carina, who had 
seen Copper briefly on their last visit and knew what she looked like, 
crouched on the other side of the glass. Next to her was a large coil of rope, 
just in case they had a chance to make a fast rescue. 

Simber crouched on the rocks nearby. He ignored the others and stared 
to the west, sampling the air now and then. 

It was a long day with little activity on the upper level. Just the 
occasional man or woman in dark trousers and bright-colored or white 
flouncy shirts. Some of the shirts were adorned with gold bars or symbols, 
and others were plain. Some of the men and women sported tattoos and 
scars, making them look quite dangerous. 

Now and then they saw women in elegant dresses, complete with 
petticoats and feathered hats that would make Mr. Appleblossom sigh in 
delight. But there was no sign of Copper in her dingy brown slave clothing. 

At nightfall, Simber carried Crow to the ship so he could sleep, but Sky 
refused to go, so Carina and Alex stayed with her. Their muscles ached 
from crouching all day. 

It was actually easier to see into the reverse aquarium in the dark. And 
now they could lean over the skylight without fear of casting a shadow and 
being discovered. The place was lit up, though Alex wasn’t exactly sure 
how. He could see vertical tubes here and there that contained bubbling, 
glowing lava, but he wasn’t sure if they were casting much light or if their 
primary purpose was for warmth. The constant, slow movement of the 
globs of lava was quite relaxing and pleasant to watch. Almost too relaxing. 


Alex felt himself dozing off once or twice but immediately forced himself 
to stay alert—he couldn’t afford any more mistakes. He studied the layout. 

The top level, a good distance below them, was simply a suspended, 
wood-planked walkway around the perimeter of the glass leading to a single 
set of large doors. It wasn’t well traveled at all. That’s where they’d seen 
Sky and Crow’s mother the last time, when she’d told them through 
Warbleran hand signals that she was a slave. They’d watched her get taken 
away by a man with gold bars on his shirt. 

“What if they killed her?” Sky asked eventually. It had taken her all day 
to say it out loud, even though Alex knew she’d been worried about that 
ever since they’d seen her. 

No one knew the answer. Instead they tried to memorize the layout of the 
open areas far below, where large, leafy plants, vegetables, fruit trees, and 
flowers grew. And there was grass, too, with benches all around. People 
bustled about the common area, some strolling as if they were enjoying the 
scenery, others stopping to pick up fruit that had fallen to the ground, still 
others looking like they were headed somewhere important. 

“Tt’s like they think they’re outside,” Carina mused. “I wonder how often 
they get out of this cage.” 

Alex shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine they get out very 
often, except to fish.” 

“Oh,” Carina said, pointing, “there goes somebody out the fishing hatch 
now. See—one glass door slides open to let them into the holding space. 
When that inside door closes, the outside door slides open and water pours 
in over them, but they can hold on to a bar so they don’t get swept away. 
And they’ve got masks of some sort to help them breathe.” 

“Shh,” Alex warned. He turned and looked expectantly at the shore 
nearest them. “He’s right below the ground over there.” 

“T don’t think he can hear us if he’s underwater,” Sky said. 

Alex felt the blood rise to his cheeks. “I know. I meant in case he swims 
up to the surface or something.” 

Sky elbowed him to let him know she was only teasing. She didn’t like 
the tension between them. But Alex just gave an absentminded smile and 
stayed focused on the scene below. 

“There’s that playground where we saw all the children,” he said. That 
glass room was dark now. 


The rocks below them shuddered, making everyone tense up. The person 
who had gone out the fishing hatch came back inside and quickly took off 
his gear as other people sprang into action inside the island. “I think that’s 
our cue. We should go,” Alex said. “Now.” 

Nobody questioned him. 

“Captain, head out to sea immediately! We’ll catch up,” Alex called, 
knowing his voice would carry nicely over the water at night. 

Within seconds, Ahab, who was standing ready, had the ship pulling 
away from the volcano. The ground shook again, and Alex, Sky, and Carina 
hopped onto Simber’s back. He took off into the air, and as they passed over 
the skylight, Alex could see people below scurrying to the walls, where 
seats dropped down. The people sat down and strapped in, helping children 
first, then themselves. 

“So that’s how they don’t get hurt with all the plunging and resurfacing,” 
Alex said, pointing. “They feel the warning shivers just like we did, and 
they strap in for safety.” 

Simber started heading for the ship. “Wait a second, please,” Alex said, a 
bit stiffly. It was uncomfortable speaking to Simber, as it still felt like they 
were fighting, but Alex couldn’t dwell on that now. “How do you feel about 
hovering over the volcano while it sinks? Maybe we can see what 
happens?” 

“Yes!” Carina said. “What do you think, Simber? Is it safe?” 

Sky looked on with interest. Everybody wanted to know more about the 
workings of the strange island. 

“As long as no firrre shoots out when it descends, we should be safe and 
hidden frrrom view.” 

“And,” Alex said, “we’ll be able to see down into the hole because it’s 
all lit up. At least until the water covers it. Plus, we’ve never thought to fly 
over the top to see where that fire comes from.” He grew more excited. “I 
don’t think it spews any fire at all when it goes down, does it, guys?” 

Carina and Sky shook their heads. “I don’t think so,” Sky said. “Only 
when it comes back up, almost as if the heat inside builds up with the 
pressure of the water over it, and”—she paused, thinking—“maybe that’s 
what raises the island. The fire under the surface builds up until it lifts the 
volcano. It explodes and stays above the surface until it cools sufficiently, 
and then it goes back down again, where the process starts over.” 


Alex, forgetting himself for a moment, gave her an admiring glance. 
“Wow,” he said, a little breathless. Even if she turned out to be wrong, she 
sounded really smart. 

“That’s a good theory,” Carina said. 

“Thank you,” Sky said. “Let’s watch.” 

Simber flew up above the top of the volcano. From here, everyone could 
see the rectangle of light coming from the skylight where they had been 
stationed, and because it was dark out, they could see a few other skylights 
as well hidden around the volcano. 

“Look!” Alex said, pointing them out. “Over there—that’s near where 
the sea creatures are.” 

Simber flew above a skylight on the opposite side of the island and 
dropped down a bit so they could get a better look, but soon the volcano 
rumbled once more and Simber pulled away. Still, the Artiméans could see, 
almost like looking through a porthole, an entire vat of sea beasts 
swimming around one another in very tight quarters. 

For once the small group was stunned silent. An entire quarter of the 
glass cage was taken up by a giant squid with wistful eyes the size of 
Artimé’s largest serving platters, and long, beefy tentacles splayed against 
the glass, as if there was a chance he might will himself through to the other 
side. If he sat upon the mansion in Artimé, his long tentacles might reach 
the ground. 

In another corner was a beautiful, long-necked sea monster with stout 
legs and flipperlike feet. As she moved, several humps along her back rose 
and fell in a rippling pattern. 

There were some smaller creatures too, swimming or floating about. 

Alex, Carina, Sky, and Simber all stared. 

Suddenly light flickered near the aquarium and the creatures inside all 
startled and moved away from one side of their prison. A familiar shape 
came into view just as the volcano shuddered harder, threatening to plunge 
beneath the sea. 

It was the giant eel, curled up like a bedspring outside the aquarium. 
With a touch of its electric tail to a switch on the glass, a door slid open. In 
one swift motion the eel unfurled, and a new creature torpedoed into the 
cage. The door slid closed and the eel shot out of sight, leaving the captured 
creatures to marvel over their new cellmate. 

Carina gasped. It was Florence. 


Her ebony body sank to the bottom of the glass cage, and she didn’t 
move. 

Alex shouted, Simber growled, and the volcano groaned. Shaking 
violently, the entire island and all its inhabitants and attachments plunged 
into the sea. 





A Most Peculiar Dinner 


Aaron Stowe waited impatiently for his guests to arrive. After his near 
epiphany the other night and his newfound powers in the jungle, Aaron was 
more eager than ever to have other people help him reorganize, reenergize, 
and rebuild Quill into something much more powerful than it had ever been 
before. He was anxious to take control of Artimé once and for all. 

He knew he had many of the Necessaries on his side—he’d seen to that 
by giving them food incentives from the Favored Farm. But Aaron could 
feel the Wanteds distancing themselves. They hadn’t gotten much extra 
attention when the Necessaries did—only a few Unwanteds to use as slaves, 
which they had to share. And they hadn’t had any personal interaction with 
the government in a while. It was time to bring them back into the fold and 
remind them how awful it was that Artimé existed. Once Aaron had them 
back to full devotion, he could slowly reel in the Quillitary once more. 
When he had everyone’s support, combined with the ferocious jungle 
animals, Aaron would be invincible. He’d take over Artimé, and maybe 
even the island where those ships had come from. 

He even dared picture himself living luxuriously in the mansion in 
Artimé, ruling over everything. .. . It felt wrong and good at the same time. 
How would he justify that to the others? It might take some convincing to 
get them to see that it wasn’t the mansion they took issue with—it was the 
people inside it. 

Eva Fathom cleared her throat. Aaron looked up to find her standing in 
the doorway to his office. 

“What is it?” 

“Tt’s nearly eight. Shall I summon Liam Healy for dinner?” Eva asked. 
Liam’s home in Quill had been taken over when he went to the Ancients 
Sector, so Eva had found a small room for him at the top of the palace 
tower. She’d chosen it for Liam because it had an interesting view 
overlooking all of Quill, including a close-up view of the barbed-wire 
ceiling, since the tower helped support it. The room held a few of Justine’s 


things: a dressing table and chair, a few moth-eaten black robes, and a 
bucket that had once contained a plant. 

Aaron shoved his chair back and went to the window to look down over 
the driveway. “Is anyone else here?” 

“No.” 

Aaron’s eyes strayed to the outer wall, where the window to the sea had 
been. He frowned at the cement blocks and tapped his fingers on the 
windowsill. “Let’s wait. I thought you said they’d be coming.” 

“No, I said there was a chance.” 

“How did you invite them? Were you polite?” 

“More polite than you would have been,” Eva said. 

Aaron strained to look down the drive toward the portcullis. “Someone’s 
coming, I think,” he said. He could feel a tiny shred of excitement building 
up, and he didn’t try to stop it. How long had it been since he’d had any 
company at all? Besides grumpy old Eva Fathom, of course. “Call Liam.” 

“Am I to join you for dinner?” Eva asked. 

Aaron turned around to look at her. He stared for a moment. “I suppose. 
I hadn’t thought about you.” 

Eva offered a thin smile. “Of course you hadn’t.” Whatever sarcasm was 
in her voice went undetected. “Please accompany yourself to the dining 
room in five minutes.” 

Aaron nodded and turned back to the window. “Perhaps six minutes so I 
don’t appear too eager.” 

“Oh, just make it ten, then.” Eva whisked down the hallway, shaking her 
head. 

Liam and Eva arrived in the dining room just as former governor Strang 
was ushered in. He had cleaned up quite well—his hair was cut short, his 
mustache shaved, and his beard trimmed neatly. He wore fresh clothing, 
though his protruding belly threatened to burst the buttons on his jacket. He 
almost looked like a fine young man in his early twenties once more, rather 
than a middle-aged slob who had given up on life. 

“Good evening, Secretary,” Strang said nervously as Eva and Liam 
entered. He held his hand out to Liam. “Hello. I’m Septimus Strang.” 

“Of course, Governor,” Liam said. “Liam Healy, at your service.” 

Strang laughed uneasily. “Former. Ah, governor . . . that is.” He pulled a 
wrinkled hankie from his pocket and wiped his forehead. 

“As you wish. Well met, sir,” Liam said. 


“Certainly.” Strang looked at Eva with a pained expression. “Is it just us 
tonight, then?” 

“No, no. The high priest will be along presently. He’s had a very busy 
day and is running a bit behind. Help yourself.” Eva pointed to a table, 
where a tray with a pitcher of water and some glasses rested. “There may be 
one more guest as well. I’m not sure.” 

Strang hurried over to the table, poured a glass of water with a shaky 
hand, and gulped it down. He poured a second glass and held on to it. 

Liam looked around the room. The palace was a bit fancier than 
anything he’d seen in Quill before, but it was just as colorless and 
uninviting. After catching a glimpse of Artimé, everything here looked 
bland. 

A moment later Aaron entered the room wearing one of Justine’s black 
robes. He looked to Eva. 

Eva withheld the urge to laugh at how ridiculous he looked, and 
announced, “May I please present the High Priest Aaron? High Priest, I 
believe you are well acquainted with former Governor Strang and Liam 
Healy.” 

Aaron held a limp hand out to the others as Justine had done when he’d 
first dined with her. 

Strang hesitated, and then awkwardly bowed over Aaron’s hand without 
actually touching it. “May Quill prevail with all I have in me,” he said. 
He’d taught that very mantra to Aaron when the boy first went to university. 

Liam frowned but followed Strang’s lead. “May Quill prevail . . . ,” he 
said, and left it at that. 

There was a noise at the palace entry. Eva looked at Aaron and raised her 
eyebrow. Aaron lifted his chin and strained to hear. They didn’t have to wait 
long to discover that Gondoleery Rattrapp had arrived. 

The guard at the door tried to accompany her, but the eccentric old 
woman pushed ahead and burst into the room, wearing a bright orange cape 
over her drab Quill clothing. Her hair stood on end, and her face was as red 
and blistery as it had been the day before—perhaps even more so. There 
were several fresh burn marks on her forearms and fingers. 

“Hello,” she said. Aaron held his hand out so Gondoleery could give the 
proper greeting, but she breezed past and went over to the tray to pour 
herself some water. She dipped her burned fingers into the glass. 


Aaron gaped and put his limp hand down. He hadn’t seen Gondoleery 
since before the Restorers attacked Artimé. She’d changed quite a bit from 
their days of plotting outside the palace gate. 

“Good evening, Gondoleery,” Eva said. “What a shocking cape you’re 
wearing. Wherever did you find something so . . . colorful?” 

“T used orange and red peppers from the Favored Farm as a dye,” she 
said. “They stained my fingers, so I figured they would stain cloth as well.” 

Aaron frowned and glanced at Strang, who was appropriately frowning 
too. Aaron held his tongue, but he knew Justine would not approve of color 
like that in clothing. And neither would he. 

Soon they were all seated around the table, and kitchen workers brought 
the food in and placed it before the guests. Aaron nodded at Secretary in 
approval—it was a fine-looking meal, for once. 

Gondoleery attacked her food as if the chicken on her plate were still 
alive and running wild. Liam tried not to scarf his down, but he hadn’t been 
eating well at the Ancients Sector and it showed in his thin body—he was 
hungry. 

Strang savored his food. “This is a lot better than when Justine was high 
priest,” he said to no one in particular, but then gave Aaron a fearful look. 
“T hope it’s all right for me to say that. I mean no disrespect to her. I think it 
must be so delicious because of your Favored Farm.” 

“I’m always pleased to hear about how our people are enjoying the 
improvements in Quill,” Aaron said. The forks and knives resumed clicking 
and clanking. After a moment Aaron turned to Gondoleery. “How did you 
hurt your hands?” 

“I didn’t,” Gondoleery said. She stabbed at a potato and missed. 

Aaron looked at the woman’s burns. “Are you sure?” 

“Quite sure.” She looked at him, fork poised to stab the potato once 
more. “So, High Priest, how do you plan to keep Quill from being attacked 
now that the idiots in Artimé have been attracting visitors?” 

“I have plans,” Aaron said. “But I’m curious, how would you do it?” 

“It’s not my problem now, is it?” Gondoleery skewered the potato, 
popped it in her mouth, and set down her fork as she chewed. 

“Well, that’s what I’d like to talk to you all about,” Aaron said. “I’ve 
invited you here because I’m looking to bring back governors to the ruling 
board in Quill. I need people who will appeal to the Wanteds yet keep the 
Necessaries from revolt.” He looked around the table, from Liam to 


Gondoleery to Strang. “I’d like you to be my governors, and I hope you will 
consider it.” 

“What’s in it for us?” Gondoleery asked, picking her teeth with a charred 
fingernail. “Besides work?” 

Aaron smiled. At last, he thought. He pushed back his plate, set his 
utensils down, and folded his hands in front of him. “My dear Gondoleery, 
I’m so very glad you asked.” 





Breathe to Survive 


Florence!” Alex shouted. But there was no chance Florence could hear 
him. She was stuck inside the glass cage, plunging farther and farther 
beneath the sea. 

Simber circled above the water, with Alex, Carina, and Sky all straining 
to see below the surface. It was no use. 

“Shall we go down after her?” Carina said, ready to jump. 

Alex put a hand on her arm. “Wait,” he said. “Let’s just think this 
through. The eel’s down there.” 

Carina bit her lip. “Right,” she said, somewhat reluctantly. 

Finally Alex directed Simber back to the ship. “We need a plan. Let’s go 
talk this through with the others.” He knew that if Florence was alive, she 
could stay alive in that cage, and at least they knew where she was now. 
And if she was dead . . . well, then staying down there wouldn’t change 
that, either. So it was best to be cautious. 

When Simber and his passengers reached the ship, Alex called a meeting 
and shared everything they had witnessed. 

“I think we should take a team underwater to explore,” Sean said. “See 
how far down the island goes.” 

“No way. Not with that eel slinking around,” Ms. Octavia said. “We 
don’t need any more of us trapped in an underwater cage. Not even I can 
survive more than an hour or so without air.” 

Simber circled overhead, having no place to land. Fox and Kitten 
chattered in a corner, and Captain Ahab sat calmly on a bench, saying 
nothing for now. 

“So you brrreathe,” Simber said abruptly. 

Alex looked up. “What?” 

“Octavia, I mean. You cannot surrrvive without airrr?” 

Octavia looked up too and regarded him. “Why, yes, of course. Don’t 
you breathe?” 

“I can smell things. But I don’t need to brrreathe to surrrvive.” Simber 
swooped to the other end of the ship. “Kitten,” he said, “do you brrreathe to 


surirvive?” 

“Mewmewmew!” said Kitten. 

Fox stepped up to interpret as usual. “She says that she loves breathing, 
and breathing is a very important part of her day, one of her very favorite 
parts in fact—” 

“Quiet!” Simber said, startling everyone but staring at Fox. “Fox, I 
underrrstand quite well what Kitten is saying, thank you, and it’s neverrr 
what you think. In case you didn’t rrrealize, like Kitten I am also a cat. And 
you, you little piece of terrrmite bait, arrre not. You arrre a fox, the smallest 
memberrr of the Vulpini trrribe of the Canidae family; to wit, you arrre a 
dog. By the law of the land, you and cats would not be frrriends. Not everrr. 
And while Kitten may cerrrtainly decide forrr herrrself that she wants to be 
frrriends with you, though I can’t imagine why, I am telling you rrright now 
forrr the firrrst and only time: Neverrr, everrr trrry to tell me what Kitten 
Says again. Because you arrre always dead wrirong. Is that clearrr?” 

Fox stood frozen in fear. After a long moment he licked his lips and said 
in a very small voice, “D-d-did you j-j-just say . . . I m-m-mean, that is to 
say, um... Aw, nuts.” He looked down at the deck and was quiet. 

“Mewmewmew,” Kitten said to Simber. 

Simber paused mid-flap, a look of pure disbelief on his face. “What do 
you mean, Fox thought he was a cat?” 

“Mewmewmew!” 

“A cat whose name is Fox? Now I’ve hearrrd everrrything. Good 
griracious.” The giant feline began flapping his wings once more so as not 
to go plunging into the ocean. “Well then, I’m surrre this rrrevelation has 
come as a bit of a shock,” he grumbled, softening his tone a bit. “Therrre 
now, you prrreposterrrous little rrratbeast. None of us wants to hearrr that 
sorirt of news, I suppose.” 

He frowned and circled the ship. “Back to my question, which is of 
grrrave imporrrtance. Kitten, you said you do not need to brrreathe to 
surrrvive, you only like to sniff things. Quite underrrstandable forrr a cat.” 
Simber looked around. “What about you, Fox?” 

Fox flattened himself on the deck and put his paws over his eyes. “This 
cannot be happening,” he moaned. “This cannot be happening.” 

Simber sighed and looked at Kitten. “Any chance you know the 
answerlr?” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten. 


Simber’s face brightened. “So he doesn’t need to brrreathe either.” He 
turned to Captain Ahab. “What about you?” 

“Aye. Whither lives the briny beast, so too live I.” 

Simber rolled his eyes. “Okay, so that’s a yes forrr you and yourrr 
imaginarrry whale. You both need to brrreathe to surrrvive.” 

“Aye,” said the captain. 

Alex bit his lip and looked down, thinking of Spike, who, like Ms. 
Octavia, had definitely been breathing. 

Simber frowned, still looking at Ahab. After a while, he said in a quiet 
voice, “That’s quite trrroubling, indeed.” He flew off toward the water that 
covered the volcano, flying low, as if it would bring back his comrade. 

Alex leaned over toward Lani, wanting to make sure he wasn’t mistaking 
what Simber was saying. “He’s asking because of Florence, right?” 

“I guess so,” Lani said. She moved over so that Samheed could join 
them. “So far, it seems like all the statues except Ahab can stay alive 
without breathing. I think he was trying to guess if Florence could possibly 
be alive.” 

“But apparently there’s no rule,” Alex said, pondering. “Some breathe, 
some don’t.” 

“Unless you account for the fact that Florence and Ahab are human 
statues. Ahab needs to breathe. Ms. Octavia needs to breathe, but she’s not a 
statue, she’s a... a creature, I guess.” 

“Like Spike,” Alex murmured. 

“Who?” 

“Never mind.” 

“Anyway, the point is that Ahab is a statue who needs to breathe. And 
the other statues who don’t need to breathe, like Simber and Kitten and Fox, 
are not human.” 

Alex looked at Lani with alarm. “Oh. So is Florence like Ahab? Or like 
Simber?” 

“T hope she’s like Simber,” Lani said. “But I’m afraid she might be like 
Ahab.” She turned toward him. “So now there’s a question that Simber 
probably wants to ask you. But since you’re both being ridiculous, he can’t 
get up the nerve to be all vulnerable or whatever. So Pll ask it for him: If 
we can rescue Florence, and if she’s dead, do you think you can bring her 
back to life?” 


Alex didn’t know. He grew intensely thoughtful, not noticing that the 
others had gathered now too, some in the shadows, to hear his answer. 

He knew he could re-create the world of Artimé if it disappeared. He 
could put statues and creatures to “sleep,” and the restore spell would bring 
them back to life. But what if they died? Could they die? He’d never seen a 
creature or statue die. Well, except for Gremily, but she didn’t die, she 
disappeared, which wasn’t the same. But Alex was quite certain that the 
whale he’d brought to life was on its last gasp before he put her to sleep, so 
he was pretty sure that creatures could die. But what about Florence? And if 
she could die, would the live spell work on her to bring her back to life? 
And if it would work on Florence, would it work on anything or anyone 
who had died? 

At last he rubbed his temples and said, “If Florence is not a breathing 
statue, then she should be just fine no matter how long she is underwater. 
However, I think that if a statue or creature relies on breath to live, they 
must also be capable of dying. So if Florence is a breathing statue, I’m sure 
she is dead now.” 

He was quiet for a moment as that assessment sank in. “I also think, as 
with humans, if creatures or statues die, their death is final. There is no spell 
that would bring anyone who breathes back from death—not human, statue, 
or creature. Or we would most certainly have used it by now.” 


Aaron Strikes a Deal 


My goal,” Aaron said as dessert was being served, “is to be rid of the 
Unwanteds once and for all. However—and this may sound a bit shocking, 
but I hope you’ll give me a chance to explain—as much as I despise the 
Unwanteds and their devious, dangerous ways, I admit I rather like the 
world they’ve constructed. I’d hate to see it go to waste. Think about it— 
just because we are accustomed to living with so little here in Quill doesn’t 
mean we have to continue to do so. It seems a waste to destroy their 
mansion and fountains when ours are falling apart and water is scarce. 
Winning wars and taking over territories should come with rewards, don’t 
you think?” 

He looked around at the skeptical faces, but he wasn’t worried. He 
guessed that they, like him, had been secretly curious about the way things 
worked in Artimé. “Before I tell you what’s in it for you, I want you to 
know it’s okay if you’d like to think about it, and you may of course say no 
if you are not at all interested. But my plan for our mutual reward is to split 
the magical property four ways. Not equally, quite, but you would each get 
a small portion of Artimé if you were to commit to helping me.” 

Eva looked hard at a spot on the table. 

“T count five of us,” Gondoleery said. 

Aaron looked around, confused. “No,” he said. “You, Liam, Strang, and 
me. Four.” 

Gondoleery leaned forward. “What about Eva? Is she a ghost? Don’t you 
see her sitting next to you?” 

“Who?” Aaron asked, looking first to the wrong side, and then at Eva. 
“Oh, you mean Secretary? Well, PII take her with me, of course. She’ll be 
allowed to live in the mansion in one of my rooms.” 

Gondoleery frowned and picked her teeth. 

Liam picked up the questioning. “I realize I don’t really have much of a 
choice to make, since it’s either this or back to the Ancients Sector, but I’d 
like to say that I’m in favor of this plan.” He glanced at Eva, but she 
remained still, not looking at him. 


“Excellent,” Aaron said. “Strang? Any questions?” 

“I—I’m not sure how the High Priest Justine would have felt about 
living in such a colorful place. It could be very distracting.” He scratched 
his head. “It doesn’t feel right when everything we hate about the creative 
people would be so evident and, ah, in our faces. I mean, the flowers and 
trees, and I can only imagine what the inside of that dreadful place must 
look like. .. .” He trailed off. 

“T can assure you,” Aaron said, “if only Justine had been given time to 
take over Artimé before she was expelled from this life, she would have 
made that mansion hers. She would have thought it a waste to tear down a 
structure so useful. And while the decor is ridiculous, it could be toned 
down to a nice shade of gray and we could get rid of all the useless things. 
And let’s not forget how Justine was decorating this palace. She had plants. 
Indoors.” He shook his head. 

Strang wiped his forehead. 

Gondoleery leaned toward Aaron. “But wait,” she said. “You’re 
assuming Justine would have been able to keep the magic going. Don’t 
forget what happened when Marcus Today was killed. How are you going 
to keep Artimé if there aren’t any Unwanteds running the magical world? 
We’d need someone who at least knows a little bit about magic.” She batted 
her eyelashes innocently and glanced at Eva. “Because clearly none of us 
can do a thing.” 

Eva’s mouth twitched. She glanced at Liam, saw he was watching 
Gondoleery, and dropped her eyes to the table. 

Aaron’s expression barely flickered, but he wondered now just what the 
extent of his abilities was—if he could make a living statue’s tail from a 
vine and release shackles from his wrists, maybe he could do more. Maybe 
he could run the magic in Quill. He hadn’t even begun to explore the 
boundaries of his abilities. “I’m still working out the details,” he said 
coolly, “but I won’t be disclosing my solutions until I know who is 
interested in helping me take Quill to a stronger, more powerful level.” 

Strang shifted uncomfortably. “High Priest, if I may.” He coughed and 
took a sip of water. “I—I would like to be a governor again, if for the pure 
reason of making Quill stronger. But I don’t need any colorful world or 
mansion to live in. I need no reward at all.” 

“Suit yourself,” Aaron said matter-of-factly. He smiled, pleased. “So 
that’s two fine governors so far.” He turned to Gondoleery. “Need more 


time to think? Or shall I look for someone else to take the spot I’ve been 
holding for you?” 

Gondoleery fingered a dried-up scab on her wrist. “Oh, PII take the job, 
all right,” she said. She stood abruptly. “When do we start?” 

Aaron held back a smile. “Now. Your first task, each of you, is to figure 
out ways to create distrust and unrest between our people and the people of 
Artimé. I don’t mean physical altercations in Artimé like you’ve done in the 
past, Liam. What we need to do is get all of Quill to begin banking their 
rage once more—building up their anger toward Artimé the way Justine did 
it when she was high priest, through words and ideas. Through thoughts.” 
He hesitated. “And I suppose a few faked incidents of injustice to our 
people would help speed things up. After all, I don’t want to spend fifty 
years getting there. And,” he added, “I’d maybe even like to give the people 
of Artimé a little hint of whom they are dealing with.” He studied the faces 
before him to see their reactions. 

Eva Fathom frowned. Strang stared at the table, his leg jiggling 
nervously. Liam studied Aaron, tapping his lips. And Aaron could see by 
the look in Gondoleery’s eyes that her thoughts were far, far away. 


DD « « 


Later, after Strang and Gondoleery had left, Aaron turned to Eva and Liam. 
“Tt’s time for a speech from the beloved high priest,” he said. “Prepare for a 
gathering in the Commons.” He gave a curt nod good night and headed to 
his bedroom. 

Eva walked with Liam to the stairs that would take him up to his room. 

“He’s dangerous on a small scale,” Eva whispered once Aaron was out 
of earshot. “Gondoleery’s the one we need to watch.” 

“Forgive me—I still don’t quite understand what’s going on,” Liam said. 

Eva pressed her lips together, debating. Should she tell him what she 
suspected? What she knew and remembered to be true? If Gondoleery had 
mastered ice, and was now covered in burns, it wouldn’t be long before 
Quill would be swirling in dust. And Eva wasn’t strong enough to take on 
Aaron and Gondoleery single-handedly. She had to risk it. 

She leaned forward. “I’ve known Marcus, Justine, and Gondoleery since 
we were young children,” she said. “And when I was a child, I could make 
it rain.” 


The Story of Eva Fathom 


Eva’s eyes darted down the hallway to make sure the high priest hadn’t 
returned. “Can I trust you?” 

Liam whispered, “You know you can, and I think you already do. You’ve 
known where I stood ever since you tested me in Haluki’s house. Are you 
saying what I think you’re saying? That you and I are on the same side— 
against him?” 

Eva peered at him in the shadows. “I tested you, yes. I suggested the 
prisoners should be killed. You couldn’t respond. That was the moment I 
knew—youw’re absolutely right.” 

“I couldn’t kill Claire or anyone. Eva, I buried the mage of Artimé. I feel 
sick about it still. What he—what Aaron was doing . . .” Liam’s face was 
desperate. “It was wrong, Eva. I know that now. I’d rather be sent back to 
the Ancients Sector than do anything like that again. And now I’m living 
this farce... .” 

Eva regarded Liam for a long moment. “I have no choice but to trust 
you. I need your eyes.” 

“You have them. All I can do is promise and hope you’ll take me at my 
word, but you know already where my allegiance lies or you wouldn’t have 
brought me with you to Gondoleery’s door. You wouldn’t have given the 
driver that food in front of me if you didn’t trust me. And now I’m here, 
living in the palace, when there are dozens of Necessary homes I could live 
in.... You want me here. Don’t you?” 

“I do,” Eva admitted. 

“And do you...” He hesitated. “Do you know why I wasn’t put to death 
right away? Do you know why they kept me alive and not Bethesda?” 

Eva pursed her lips. “Yes, Liam. I do.” 

Liam’s eyes widened. He swallowed hard and passed his hand over his 
face. He whispered in a shaky voice, “You did it? You kept me alive?” 

She stared at him for a long moment, and then nodded. “But what 
matters now,” she said with urgency, “is that you do the right thing with 


your second chance. And I believe you will. I need you to. Before things get 
even more out of hand.” 

Liam reached out and put his hand on Eva’s shoulder, a look of earnest 
truth and respect in his deep blue eyes. “My mind and heart have left the 
fog of Quill. PII do the right thing now. Pll help you in any way I can. You 
can trust me.” 

Eva shook Liam’s hand. “Then we shall ride this risky road together. We 
have two tracks. In the short term, Aaron seems restless and eager to do 
something to antagonize Artimé. I don’t know what it is yet, but he does 
things in haste, and he’s sure to make a mistake. And. . .” She hesitated, 
unsure she wanted to share such delicate information, but then went on. 
“Many of the leadership in Artimé are away for a time, but no one must 
know that. I need to keep Aaron from doing something stupid while Artimé 
is vulnerable.” 

Liam nodded. “And the other track . . . the long term?” 

“Yes. That’s Gondoleery. She’ll be stealthy and deliberate. But when she 
strikes, she’ ll take us all down.” 

“Strikes? With what? What power does she have?” 

“She’ll have more power than anyone if she figures out how to use it.” 
Eva lost herself in memories for a few moments. She sank to sit on the 
steps. “I have a story to tell.” 

“Then tell it, please.” 

Eva nodded, and then began in a faraway voice. “When I was a child, I 
could make rain, ice, and fire.” 

“What’s ice?” Liam asked. He sat down on the step next to her. 

“Ice is frozen water, hardened like a rock, and so cold it hurts to hold it.” 

Liam wore a quizzical look, finding the explanation hard to follow, but 
he remained silent so she could explain. 

“Gondoleery Rattrapp could make rain, but not ice or fire. Marcus could 
do any elemental magic he put his mind to, but he preferred to leave the 
weather alone—he was so much more creative than that. And Justine 
couldn’t do any elemental magic at all, and not much other magic either. 
But she made a good bully.” Eva’s eyes narrowed, remembering. 

She went on. “When we came to Quill, and Justine—through Marcus— 
made the original Quillens forget our pasts, we forgot our magic. But not 
long ago, Marcus gave Gondoleery and me our memories back. Now 
Gondoleery is relearning all her magic, and I think she’s plotting to do 


something horrible with it. That’s why she’s got burns all over her hands. 
She’s already been successful at making ice—I saw it with my own eyes. 
And now she’s trying to figure out how to throw fire.” 

Liam stared at Eva in alarm. “That’s horrible! What is the high priest 
doing about it?” 

Eva pressed her lips together. “I’ve told him that something strange is 
going on with Gondoleery. His response is apparently to celebrate it by 
putting her in charge of the government.” Eva sighed in frustration. “I 
haven’t told him about the fire part of it yet—that was the first I’ve seen of 
it from her, when I was with you yesterday. Before I say anything, I want to 
see if she manages to do more than give herself a few burns. She couldn’t 
throw fire when we were children. I find it hard to believe she can master it 
now.” 

“Maybe Aaron asked her to be governor so he could keep an eye on her.” 

Eva shrugged. “If that’s the reason, it would be the single smartest thing 
that obnoxious boy has done so far. But I don’t see it. He’s too arrogant to 
think anybody could possibly have more power than him.” 

Liam looked troubled. “What do you want me to do?” 

“Keep your eyes open. Watch everything. Check on the vacant homes in 
the Necessary quadrant to see if you find anything strange happening, like 
the orange glowing we saw from Gondoleery’s window, or possibly blue, 
which would be ice. But above all, keep an eye on Aaron. Gain his trust. Do 
what he’s asking you to do . . . and if you can’t, fake it.” 

“And what about Gondoleery?” 

“Pm trying to keep up with her, magicwise. I need a new place to 
practice, because Aaron nearly caught me making ice and then melting it all 
with fire in Haluki’s house. But I’m changing tack after what Aaron said 
tonight about letting Artimé know whom they’re dealing with. I’m going to 
focus on him at least until Alex, Simber, and Florence get back to Artimé. 
Because if Aaron goes in there now to show his muscles, there’s a very 
good chance somebody could get hurt.” 
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Eva Fathom and Liam Healy talked long into the night, Eva filling him in 


on the original plan she’d had with Marcus and how everything had gone 
wrong. Liam was brimming with questions, but there were two that pestered 


him most, and finally he asked, “How do you know so much about what’s 
happening in Artimé? Don’t you have a daughter there?” 

Eva shook her head. “That’s one secret I need to keep for now.” 

Liam nodded and was silent, too scared to ask the question that had 
plagued him all the time he’d languished in the Ancients Sector. He was 
well aware that he didn’t deserve to know the answer. But the guilt never let 
up, and his mind never let go. Is Claire okay? 





A Sighting 


By morning, word spread that Florence had been seen but no one had been 
able to tell if she was alive or dead. All the Artiméans could do while the 
island was underwater was go over their newly revised plan and wait for the 
volcano to surface again. 

Alex laid down the logic. “We can’t release the creatures and rescue 
Florence until after we have Sky and Crow’s mother, or else the pirates will 
know we’re here and it’ll ruin everything. So we’ve got to get Copper first, 
and then immediately be ready to break into the aquarium and get Florence. 
Simber,” Alex said, not looking at him, “I may need you to break the glass 
skylight. We’ll try the route through the fishing hatch first, of course. 
Obviously, we don’t want the whole population to drown if the volcano 
sinks and water starts pouring in the hole, but hopefully I’d have time to 
repair it with a glass spell before they’d go down again.” 

“I can brrreak glass, as you well know.” 

Alex frowned. He knew, all right. Simber had had to shatter a glass wall 
spell in Justine’s palace once, long ago. “Well, good. Is everybody clear on 
the plan?” 

They were clear. 

“Let’s take the ship out a little farther, Captain,” Alex said. “And batten 
down the hatches, or whatever. We’re going to have another giant wave 
when the island comes up.” 

The Captain gave the order to nobody in particular. Sean and Lani took 
over the battening, and soon everyone was making sure their things were 
secure. “At least this time we can all swim,” Sean said. 

“Pm still climbing up the ropes,” Sky muttered. She was a bit on edge 
due to all the waiting. It was hard, wondering whether her mother was even 
alive, not to mention where she could possibly be in that . . . that giant 
terrarium. Add in Alex’s recent weird behavior, and it was enough to 
unsettle anybody. 

She stood with Crow at the back of the ship, staring in the direction of 
where the island should be, as Ahab maneuvered the ship away. Alex joined 


them. 

“Hey,” he said. “I’m just checking in. Are you guys doing all right?” He 
kept his eyes trained on Crow, only flitting to Sky for a split second now 
and then. 

Crow shrugged. “Yeah.” 

Sky gave Alex a grim smile and lied. “I guess.” They were quiet for a 
moment. “What if she never passes underneath that skylight again?” 

There were so many what-ifs. Alex had a lot of ideas about what to do. 
Dangerous ones. He didn’t want to have to carry any of them out. Now he 
met Sky’s gaze. “We’ll find her,” he said, and he meant it. “We’ll man the 
other skylights too, now that we know where they are. We’re not leaving 
here until we have your mother with us.” 

Sky looked up at Alex, her eyes glistening. Maybe she had imagined the 
growing distance between them. She popped up on her tiptoes and planted a 
kiss on Alex’s cheek. 

He closed his eyes briefly, as if in pain, and then smiled, but when he 
lifted his lids again, the distance was back in his eyes. 
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They slept in shifts throughout the day, watching. Waiting. Talking. Playing 
games to pass the time. Sleeping some more. Henry taught Crow, Sean, and 
Fox about the different ingredients he used in his medicines. Lani pulled the 
wrinkled, ragged-edged paper from her bag once more, smoothed it, and 
studied it for hours before she got tired of it and put it away. Sky kept to 
herself. 

It wasn’t long before every one of them went from eager to on edge. 
They tried not to let the close quarters and anxiety lead to arguing and short 
tempers, but it didn’t always work. Alex and Simber’s short bits of 
communication remained strained. And during the quiet times when Alex 
allowed himself to get lost in his thoughts, he worried quite a bit that things 
would never be the same between him and the stone cheetah, and that their 
relationship was permanently damaged. It was painful, but it also made him 
mad, like he wanted to punch somebody in the face. Worse, he didn’t know 
how to fix it, and that scared him. A lot. 

And then there was Sky. Alex kept having to push her face from his 
mind. He couldn’t deal with those feelings on top of everything else. And 


he couldn’t mess this up. He wouldn’t. Being mage, performing a 
successful mission—it was way more important than anything. 

When Pirate Island finally came shooting up out of the water and it blew 
its stack, everyone jumped into action. The wave came on strong, and 
Captain Ahab steered the ship into it. The wall of water hit them, washing a 
few of them overboard despite their preparations, but Simber plucked them 
out of the water as usual, and other than a few bumps and bruises, everyone 
was all right. Even Captain Ahab managed to keep his wooden leg, which 
gave the statue nothing to moan about afterward, so the entire course of 
events went along rather ho-hummedly. 

For the next length of time, they watched the fiery lava sputter and hiss 
in the water as Captain Ahab brought them a bit closer to the island. When 
the volcano stopped steaming and it appeared safe to go ashore, the team 
disembarked. This time, knowing there would be warning tremors when the 
island was about to sink, Alex ordered small groups to the other skylights 
they’d found, and he assigned Sky, Crow, and Carina each with a different 
group so they’d have a better chance of spotting Copper. 

Just as dusk was falling, a shout rang out. Sky, Fox, Ms. Octavia, and 
Alex scrambled to their feet. A second later, Simber came soaring toward 
them and landed. They hopped onto his back as he explained. 

“Crrrow spotted herrr,” he said. “She hasn’t noticed them yet.” 

Sky nearly leaped from Simber’s back as he was still attempting to land. 
She joined her brother. “Where?” she demanded. 

“There, with the brown dress. She’s carrying a bucket and a mop. See?” 

Sky strained against the daylight just as the interior lights of the 
underwater island began to turn on. “I see her!” she cried. “Oh, that’s her, 
all right.” She rubbed Crow’s back. “She’s alive! Good job, Crow. We can’t 
let her out of our sight.” 

Octavia and Fox took a good look at the woman. “We’ll head back to our 
skylight,” Octavia said, “so we can watch if she visits that side of the 
island.” 

“Sim, will you take me to the third skylight?” Alex asked. “I can 
recognize her now.” 

Simber nodded brusquely and Alex climbed on. They traveled to the 
third spot in silence. 

Alex slid off and joined the small group that huddled there, filling them 
in on what was happening. “Have the squirrelicorns come out here,” he said 


to Simber, “and post them two per skylight so they can spread the word if 
we have to act fast. And they can help get us back to the ship if the island 
sinks.” 

Soon six squirrelicorns could be seen circling their posts, while everyone 
else remained still and on the watch for Copper. 

From time to time, when there were few pirates moving about, Alex’s 
glance moved to the distant glass cage where the sea creatures were kept. 
Florence lay in the same position as before, unmoving. Alex’s gut twisted. 

As the evening progressed, colorfully dressed pirates emerged through 
the set of large doors on the upper floor and mingled with each other, 
leaning over the sides of the walkway and looking out at the sea creatures in 
the glass cage. Or they appeared briefly, barking out orders to other, 
younger pirates or to the few in drab brown clothing like Copper. Not one 
of them looked up at the skylights, but the Artiméans were also careful not 
to attract any attention. 

Although Lani gasped once, and nearly fell onto the glass when she was 
observing two pirates talking to one another as they unrolled a scroll and 
studied it. 

“What is it?” Samheed asked. “Did something happen?” 

Lani stared at the scene below. “That scroll—those two pirates are 
looking at it. The drawing on it looks . . . interesting. Like maybe I’ve seen 
something like it before.” 

“Oh, brother,” Samheed said. “You’re supposed to be watching Copper, 
remember?” 

Lani scowled and didn’t respond. She strained her eyes to get a better 
look, but just then one of the pirates glanced around, so she had to duck to 
keep from being seen. When she dared to look again, they had gone down 
to the lower floor. They opened a glass display case near the stairs, unrolled 
the scroll, and pinned it inside. Then they closed the case once more and 
looked down into it at their drawing. 

“What are they doing?” she whispered. 

Samheed turned to look at her. “Will you focus, please?” 

Lani felt like arguing—she was definitely focused. But not on Copper. 
Reluctantly she held her tongue. “I guess it was nothing,” she said. 

Copper stayed in view below, scrubbing the wood-plank walkway near a 
young man who was washing the glass walls. For the most part, the pirates 
ignored them. 


Eventually the top level of the underwater island quieted, and more 
people made their way down the stairs. On the lower floor, they went 
individually through smaller doors. 

“Tt looks like the upper floor is where some of them work, and the lower 
floor is where they live,” Alex noted. “Plus, there’s a stairway that goes 
down another flight.” He couldn’t see anything down there. 

Soon Copper stood up straight and stretched, wiping her forehead with 
her sleeve. She signaled to the window washer, using Warbleran sign 
language. 

“Do you think he’s from Warbler too?” Ms. Octavia asked. 

“Yes,” said Fox. “I’m sure of it.” 

Alex couldn’t help but glance at Simber to see the cat’s reaction, but 
when Simber did the same to Alex, both quickly looked away. Alex 
frowned and concentrated on Copper and the man below. 

The man nodded. The two of them packed up their cleaning supplies and 
made their way down a sweeping spiral staircase to the terrarium floor, 
where the pirates had gone. But Copper and the man kept going down the 
stairs to the floor below that. Soon their heads disappeared from sight. 

When Alex heard a sound behind him, he looked up. It was Sky and 
Lani. 

“Alex,” Lani said, “we need a meeting. You, me, Henry, Sky, and Ms. 
Octavia. Sky has an idea.” 





Sky’s Plan 


I noticed something interesting about the pirates,” Lani began. “Henry 
noticed it too. They look like us.” 

Alex knit his brow. “Like us?” He didn’t understand. “You mean like 
Unwanteds? I didn’t know we had a look.” 

“No,” Lani said. “Like Henry and me. Most of them have our skin color, 
and, well, they just look like us.” 

“A lot of the kids down there have straight black hair, like Lani and me,” 
Henry explained. “And many of the pirates we can see have blue eyes, like 
us. You know what I mean? Like they could be in our family.” 

“Okay ...,” Alex said, still unsure why they needed to have a meeting 
about this. “Do you think you have relatives here too, who need rescuing? 
Is that what you’re saying?” If so, Alex was getting a bit tired of this rescue 
game. 

“T—” Lani started to say, then paused, considering Alex’s question for a 
moment. “Well, I don’t know about that, but I just noticed the resemblance, 
and I said something to Sky about it. And she came up with a remarkable 
plan. Tell him, Sky.” 

Sky’s orange eyes lit up. “Well, I was thinking, if Lani and Henry were 
willing, and if you didn’t think it was too dangerous, that maybe they could 
go inside disguised as some of the people who live here. They could find 
my mother and explain who they are, and then plot an escape out the fishing 
hatch.” 

Alex pondered the idea. “Yes,” he said slowly, “and they could help her 
with the underwater part. I’ve been very worried about that—I assume your 
mother is like other Warblerans and never learned to swim?” 

“Right. She can’t,” Sky said. She flashed a grateful smile at Alex. 

“Henry and I can take her right through it and swim her to the surface 
fast,” Lani said. “She’ll be fine, right, Henry?” 

Henry nodded. 

“But how are you going to get inside?” Ms. Octavia asked. “You’ll be 
soaking wet if you just dive down and go in. The pirates use waterproof 


suits and helmets when they go out to fish. I’ve been watching.” 

“I’m going to sneak in through the hatch and borrow them,” Sky said. 
Her voice held an edge to it, as if daring Alex to say no. 

Alex stared at the water, lost in thought. He didn’t say no. He thought it 
was a great idea, actually. “Fine. PI go with you. We’ll get two suits in one 
trip—that’ ll be the best way.” 

“But then there’s the matter of our clothes,” Lani said. “Once we get in 
there and get the suits off, we won’t look like pirates. Our clothing will 
make us stand out.” 

“I can sew,” Sky said. “I did it all the time on Warbler. We’ve got to have 
some clothes packed on the ship that I can fashion into something similar to 
what the pirates wear—bright, solid-colored shirts, gray or black pants. It 
won’t be hard once we have the materials to work with.” 

“I can help you with the sewing,” Ms. Octavia said. “I’m quite good. 
And rather fast.” She waved four or five tentacles as proof. 

Sky grinned. “Then let’s not waste any more time here. Everyone’s gone 
to bed anyway, it seems.” 

“I was just about to say that,” Alex said. “Let’s see what we can do. I 
haven’t felt any tremors at all, have you? Maybe we can get in and out of 
there before it sinks. I saw Copper head down the spiral stairs to somewhere 
below that main floor where the trees and plants are. At night would be an 
even better time to sneak in and rescue her, wouldn’t it?” 

“Yes,” Henry said. “Let’s do it. I’m tired of sitting around this stupid 
volcano all day.” 

With that, Simber delivered Octavia, Sky, Lani, and Henry to the ship so 
they could get started right away, and the rest of the crew so they could get 
some sleep. 
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Five hours later, when sunrise was still a long way off, Sky shook Alex 
awake. “We’re ready,” she whispered. 

He flashed a sleepy smile at her—there was no better face to wake up to. 
And then he remembered. Focus, Stowe. The smile slipped away, and he 
scrambled to his feet, serious once more. 

Alex, Sky, Lani, Henry, and Ms. Octavia climbed onto Simber’s back, 
and they soared out into the night. Simber first circled the skylight to see if 
anyone was strapped into the wall seats. Seeing only a few pirates 


meandering about, Simber landed on the island, directly above the fishing 
hatch. He stood there for a few minutes to check for tremors, and when he 
was Satisfied that all was well, he gave the go-ahead for the group to pile 
off. 

“You guys totally look like pirates,” Alex said to Lani and Henry. “We’ll 
be back soon with the suits. He turned to Sky but didn’t look her in the eye. 
“Ready?” 

Sky nodded. “Ready.” Her fear of the water was long gone, and she 
could swim with the best of them. Plus, she was so eager to finally get this 
rescue started that it didn’t really matter how Alex was acting. 

Alex turned to Ms. Octavia. “You’re the lifeguard in case something 
goes wrong, okay?” 

“Of course,” Ms. Octavia said. 

Then Alex took off his robe and draped it over Simber’s shoulders. “And 
you’re the mage,” he said. 

“We know how well that’ll worrrk out if we lose Arrrtimé,” the cat said 
dryly. But he held Alex’s gaze for the first time since they’d lost Florence. 
“So be carrreful.” 

Ms. Octavia nodded. “Yes. And watch out for eels.” 

“Believe me, we will,” Alex said. He hesitated, then held out his hand to 
Sky. She took it, and together, on three, they dove into the water. 

They swam to one side of the hatch first, staying out of the light that 
came through the glass walls of the reverse aquarium. It was an interesting 
though slightly distorted view, looking in through the side rather than from 
above. 

When all looked clear, Alex signaled to Sky, and they went toward the 
sliding hatch door. Alex moved his hand up and down the side, looking for 
the button that would open it and let them into the small drainage room. 
Finally, fumbling along a side panel, he hit it. The door slid open. There 
was already water in the holding place, so instead of getting whooshed into 
the open space by a wall of water under extreme pressure, he and Sky 
merely swam into the box. 

The outer door slid closed behind them, and the door in front of them 
opened. The water in their box rushed out and fell through a grate in the 
floor. Alex and Sky landed haphazardly on top of the grate. “Looks like 
there’s probably an art to this,” Sky said, laughing under her breath as she 
got to her feet. 


Alex grinned, and all the reasons he liked Sky rushed through his mind 
along with a dull ache. He had to focus. “Okay,” he whispered. “No 
mistakes. Let’s get the stuff. Coast is clear.” 

They each grabbed a suit and a helmet and rolled the suits up carefully 
so they wouldn’t get wet inside when they went back out. Sky pressed the 
button. The inner door opened to the now waterless holding space. They 
stepped in, and the door closed behind them. “Stand back and hang on,” 
Sky muttered. “Here comes a wall of water.” 

She cringed and pressed the second door’s button, bracing herself. But 
this time the door opened very slowly, letting the water in at a manageable 
speed. “Very sciency,” Alex remarked as the water level reached his neck. 
“Here we go.” 

They took deep breaths and held them. Once Sky and Alex were 
completely submerged and the water had reached the top of the box, the 
door opened all the way. They exited and swam the distance to the surface, 
eventually popping up out of the water directly in front of Lani and Henry, 
who had leaned over the edge of the island, trying to see. 

“Here you go,” Alex said, flinging his helmet and suit up over the edge. 
Sky did the same. They hauled themselves up with a little help and stood 
before their friends, dripping. “Nice and easy,” Alex said. He took off his 
shirt, squeezed the water out of it, and put it back on. “No problems. 
Nobody saw us.” 

Sky explained how the doors worked while Lani and Henry put on the 
suits. 

“You guys okay? You know where you’re going?” Alex asked. 

“Of course, you dolt,” Lani said. 

He smiled. “Just . . . don’t get caught here, okay? Your dad will kill me if 
anything else happens to you.” 

“We won’t. In fact, Henry calculated it, and he thinks we’ll be back in 
ten minutes or so—if we can find the right room for Copper.” 

“Thats a big if,’ Alex muttered. He was definitely nervous about 
Operation Copper working as planned. So many things could go wrong. 

“Oh!” Sky said. She rummaged through her wet pocket and pulled out a 
thin gold chain bracelet. “Show her this so she’ll know it’s safe to go with 
you. She’ ll recognize it.” 

Lani took it and, since she couldn’t reach her pockets with the suit on, 
slipped it on her wrist. “Got it.” 


“Let’s go,” Henry said, bouncing a bit. 

Alex gave them both a quick embrace. “Best of luck, you two,” he said. 
“Be smart and be careful. You can do this.” 

“We know,” Lani and Henry said together, both wearing smug smiles. 
And with that, the Haluki children dove into the sea. 


Shiver Shake Volcano Quake 


Alex, Sky, and Ms. Octavia climbed up the volcano to the skylight to get a 
glimpse of Lani and Henry. It didn’t take the sister and brother long to 
figure out the doors. Soon they were tumbling onto the grate. They shed 
their suits and helmets and hung them up on the pegs where they belonged. 
Then they set out in search of Sky and Crow’s mother, looking exactly like 
they belonged there. 

Lani wore a purple shirt and gray pants. Henry wore a red shirt and black 
pants. If someone looked closely, they’d find a very odd-looking seam in 
Henry’s pants where several pieces of clothing had been sewn together to 
make it work, but it wasn’t visible at first glance—at least not from the 
skylight. 

“They’re heading to the spiral staircase,” Alex relayed to Simber, who 
was resting his wings nearby. “They’re going down— Nope, false alarm. 
Lani’s stopping and looking at something inside a glass case next to the 
stairs. Henry’s keeping watch. What the heck— Okay, now he’s tugging at 
her to hurry up.” He laughed nervously under his breath. “It’s probably a 
bunch of books or something. She can’t resist them. Come on, Lani.” He 
paused, jiggling his foot. “Okay, finally. Now they’re going down.” 

Simber growled. “Ten minutes. Surrre.” 

A moment later, Alex looked up. “They’re out of sight.” He blew out a 
breath. “I hope they find her.” He was more worried than he’d let on before. 
Who knew what these pirates would do if they found two kids who didn’t 
seem to belong to anyone? 

As they waited Alex fidgeted. He and Sky both shivered, having brought 
nothing dry to change into. After a while, Alex retrieved his robe from 
Simber and held it out to Sky. “Here,” he said gruffly. 

She took it and thanked him just as tersely, though she wasn’t quite sure 
why. They sat back against some rocks, not talking, and watched the scene 
below. 

Nothing bad happened. No one walked by. It appeared to be the easiest 
maneuver any Unwanteds had ever undertaken. Alex clenched and 


unclenched his fists, wanting desperately for it to stay that way. 

Across from Alex and Sky sat Ms. Octavia, looking down through the 
skylight at a very different angle and seeing a different scene—the glass 
cage full of sea creatures. “Florence looks just the same,” she remarked, 
more to give Simber an update than anyone else. Simber didn’t answer. 
Soon Ms. Octavia’s eyes drooped with fatigue. Occasionally they closed. 
Everyone was tired. 

All of a sudden, Ms. Octavia’s eyes flew open wide. She sat up. “Alex, 
look.” She pointed. “The eel is back.” 

Alex scrambled over to the other side of the skylight and watched the eel 
slither up to the glass cage. Its back half was wrapped around its latest 
catch. “What’s it got this time?” Alex muttered. “It had better stay away 
from the fishing hatch.” 

Sky sat up, alarmed. “What if it comes over as Lani and Henry and my 
mother are escaping?” She couldn’t hide the panic in her voice. “What if it 
attacks them?” 

Alex glanced worriedly toward the spiral staircase. He didn’t see 
anybody ascending. No one by the fishing hatch either. “So far so good. I 
hope they’d see the eel in time to stay inside until it’s gone,” he muttered, 
knowing it wasn’t likely since the water was so murky that far down and the 
only light was coming from inside. The sea itself was dark just a few feet 
outside the glass walls. 

They watched, breathless, as the eel used its tail to press something, 
which sparked in the water just as it had the last time. The door slid open, 
the eel backed into the cage, and it deposited its latest victim inside with the 
others. 

Alex squinted, trying to see what it was, but it was hidden from view 
behind the giant squid, who this time tried without luck to escape. Instead 
the squid merely succeeded in getting one tentacle stuck in the door as it 
closed. The squid’s eyes reacted, widening in pain. But it was stuck fast. 
“Oh no,” Alex whispered. 

“Poor thing,” Sky said. “I wish we could do something!” 

“It’s too dangerous,” Ms. Octavia said. “It’ll hurt, but he’ll be okay. We 
can try to help him later when we spring Florence free. But first we need 
Lani and Henry to find your mother. Where are they? What’s keeping 
them?” 


“T don’t know.” Alex’s eyes were fixed on the cage, wondering what the 
new creature was and why the eel was so intent on collecting them. 

Just then he heard a growl from Simber. 

Without looking up, he asked, “What is it, Sim?” 

“T just felt a trrremorrr.” 

Alex turned sharply, the cage forgotten. “I didn’t feel it. Are you sure?” 

Simber’s look told him yes. 

“Oh, no,” Alex said. He felt the blood drain from his face. “Lani.. . 
Henry...” 

“Mother, hurry,” begged Sky. 

Everyone felt the next tremor. A few pirates appeared out of nowhere as 
the wall seats dropped. They slipped into the seats and buckled up. 

“Crud,” Alex muttered. Dread filled his heart. He strained to see the 
Staircase, but no one was rushing up it. “Where are they?” Alex looked all 
around, wondering if maybe they’d come up a different way. He bit his lip 
hard, trying not to panic. “Come on, guys,” he murmured. “Get out of 
there.” 

But they didn’t come. 

“Sky, get on Simber’s back. You too, Ms. Octavia.” The volcano 
shuddered hard, sending Alex running to get on the statue’s back after the 
others. Simber lifted off the volcano, staying low so they could watch 
through the skylight. 

Lani, Henry, and Copper were nowhere to be seen. 

“Oh, come on,” Sky urged. She gripped Simber’s neck. 

As Simber circled, Alex saw something bright flash out of the corner of 
his eye, but he kept his focus on the spot where they last saw Lani and 
Henry. When Simber turned, three heads turned with him. “There!” Alex 
cried. “See them? They’re coming up the stairs!” 

The volcano trembled as Lani, Henry, and Copper raced to the top of the 
steps and bounded past the display case, around the greenery, and toward 
the fishing hatch. Behind them something flashed again. It was coming 
from the glass cage. Alex looked. And what he saw nearly caused him to 
fall off Simber’s back. 

“Spike?” he said, in the midst of Octavia and Sky crying out for the 
others. “Spike Furious!” The eel’s latest capture was none other than Alex’s 
shiny blue whale, swimming up and over the squid. Her diamondlike horn 
caught the light. 


But Alex didn’t have a second to think about his creature, because Lani, 
Henry, and Copper were running at top speed for the hatch, and a man was 
chasing them. Alex, Sky, Simber, and Ms. Octavia watched in horror. 
“Run!” Alex cried, even though he knew they couldn’t hear him. 

Lani reached the hatch first. She slammed her hand on the first button as 
the volcano shuddered and seized, knocking her to the floor, and then Alex 
lost sight of everything as the volcano plunged down into the sea. 


A Change of Plans 


The water crashed over the site where the volcano had been and churned in 
an angry boil until the waves organized themselves once more, giving no 
indication that anything had ever been there. Once it was calm, Octavia 
leaped from Simber’s back and dove into the water to see if Lani, Henry, 
and Copper had made it out or if they were trapped. 

Sky, sitting behind Alex on Simber’s back, gripped Alex’s arms in fear 
and worry. But Alex didn’t feel anything except pain in his stomach at the 
thought of his friends being sucked down deep under tons of seawater, 
trapped inside a hidden, hostile, and dangerous world. 

Sky and Alex scanned the waves. “Should we go down?” Sky asked. 
“We should go down. Shouldn’t we?” Her fingers drummed Simber’s back, 
and she couldn’t sit still. 

“No,” Alex said. “I want to as much as you, but it won’t do any good 
right now. Ms. Octavia will be back soon.” He shivered with nervous 
energy. “I don’t think they made it out. That outer door opens so 
slowly. . . .” He trailed off, unable to think straight enough to finish the 
thought. 

They flew in silence as the minutes ticked by. 

There was nothing else they could do but hover and wait. Eventually 
Simber asked, “What did you yell earlierrr, Alex? Just beforrre the island 
sank?” 

Alex pulled his mind from his worries. He had to think about Simber’s 
question for a moment before he figured out what the cat was talking about. 
“Oh!” he said finally, and then his face clouded. “Oh, that’s right—Spike,” 
he said, remembering, which only added fuel to his worries. “Spike Furious. 
Um, yeah. Remember my whale sculpture from the Museum of Large that I 
brought to life the other day? I know you were watching. Anyway, she 
swam away, and that stupid eel captured her, too. That’s who he put in the 
glass cage earlier.” 

Simber’s gaze never left the water, but his body tensed. “Does she 
brrreathe?” 


Alex nodded. “Yeah, but she’s a whale, so she needs the water—” 

“She’ll die in the cage, Alex. She’s going to need airrr.” 

“What?” Alex asked, confused. “She nearly died from too much air in 
the museum. I had to .. .” He glanced at Sky, who stared at him, mouth 
agape, and the terrible feelings of failure became fresh all over again. “I had 
to put her to sleep and transport her to the water first.” 

“You what?” Sky asked, incredulous. 

“No, no, no!” Simber said, frustrated. “Whales need to be in the waterrr 
to surrrvive because they can’t move on land. Theirrr bodies arrre so heavy, 
they’ll crrrush themselves and overrrheat. So if you crrreated herrr as a 
brrreathing crrreaturrre, which it sounds like you did, she can only live a 
shorrrt time without any airrr.” Simber ended his sentence in a growl of 
frustration. He swished his tail. 

Sky shook Alex’s shoulders. “Why didn’t you tell me you brought her to 
life? All this time I’ve been wondering, and you never said anything.” 

Alex looked from Simber to Sky, feeling helpless about what to do now. 
“I don’t know,” he said anxiously. “I was really sad about it. And 
embarrassed. I nearly killed her by accident before she got away. I didn’t 
feel like telling everybody, okay? I didn’t want to let you down.” 

Sky stared at him, speechless. She shook her head. “So that’s why . . .” 
She trailed off. There was no time for this conversation. “I can’t even deal 
with this right now.” 

Alex gripped his knees and leaned forward, his head next to Simber’s 
neck, straining to see through the water. “Now what? How much time does 
Spike have?” 

“T don’t know,” Simber muttered. “Maybe thirrrty or forrrty minutes. We 
need to get herrr now . . . while she still has a chance.” Simber dropped 
lower, just above the water, and stared down, trying to see if Octavia was 
coming back. “Alex?” he prompted. “What’s the plan?” 

“Just let me think!” Alex couldn’t look at Sky. Where could Ms. Octavia 
be? Spike couldn’t wait. But what was happening down there? What if Ms. 
Octavia needed help? He dug the heels of his hands into his eye sockets and 
wished that someone else had to make the life-or-death decisions for once. 
After a measured breath, he spoke. “Okay,” Alex said quietly. “We’re going 
in. I need everybody on the ship standing by. Now.” 

Simber soared back up. “Coverrr yourrr eartrs,” he said to Sky and Alex. 
When they did, he bellowed at the top of his voice, “Ahab! Brrring forrrth 


the ship!” 

Alex, still stunned by the news of the time-sensitive threat to Spike, grew 
more fearful about Ms. Octavia’s lengthening disappearance, because she 
could drown too. He knew there was only one choice . . . but how best to do 
it? 

“All right, then,” he said, ripping his fingers through his tangled hair and 
looking over his shoulder at Sky. “It’s happening. Are you ready?” 

“What’s happening?” Sky asked. 

Alex hesitated. He was still figuring it all out himself. “Okay, so... 
Simber, I say we send one team down to find Octavia and the others, and 
another team to rescue the sea creatures and Florence. We do it 
simultaneously. Maybe it’ll cause confusion and we’ lI be able to pull it off.” 

Simber nodded. “You think like a leaderrr,” he said. A grim compliment. 

Sky was quiet. Waiting. 

Alex sat up a little straighter and peered into the darkness. “Is Ahab 
coming?” 

“Yes,” Simber said. 

“Tell him to call all hands on deck and be prepared for rescue. Send the 
squirrelicorns here now.” 

Simber did so. When he was done, Alex looked at Sky for a long 
moment, and that’s when the last piece fell into place. He knew how it 
would go now. 

He offered a small smile. “We’re going in. Sky, I want you to lead 
Operation Copper. You’re the only one besides me who has been through 
the hatch, you know the workings of those doors the best, and you’! be the 
best one to convince your mother to leave the island at that depth. Can you 
do it?” 

Sky’s eyes crinkled with worry. “What about you?” 

Alex looked down. “I need to right a wrong,” he said. “Artimé’s statues 
and creatures are sacred—as sacred as its people. I may have lost Florence 
because of my stupid mistake. I can’t lose another one.” He glanced at 
Simber, who stared hard at the water. 

Sky gulped. “Okay,” she said. “Okay.” She sucked in a few deep breaths. 
“So what do you want me to do?” 

Alex looked her in the eye. “I want you to take Samheed, Crow, and 
Kitten down to the volcano. We don’t know how deep it is. It’s going to be 


very difficult if it’s far. Just take your time. You may need to go in and fight 
—you have your component vest.” 

“But I’m terrible with spells!” 

“No, you’re not. Well . . . okay, you are kind of terrible with them, but 
never mind that. Just stick with the ones you know, and use the strengths 
you do have, like your clever brain.” Alex pulled extra spells out of his 
pockets and gave them to her, just in case. “Ms. Octavia, Samheed, Lani, 
and Henry are all excellent spell casters. Just do what you can and rescue 
your mother, and be wily and quick about it. That’s your top priority.” 

Sky’s chin quivered. She pressed her lips together. “Okay. I can do this.” 

“Yes, you can.” 

“Just . . . rescue my mother.” Sky swallowed hard. 

“Exactly. You were going to do it all by yourself once before, 
remember?” Alex teased. 

Sky narrowed her eyes. “You be quiet about that.” 

The squirrelicorns arrived and soared around Simber’s head, making 
sure they avoided his flapping stone wings, which could send any of them 
sailing into next week. 

“Team,” Alex said, addressing the squirrelicorns, “I need you to circle 
this area. If anyone pops up from the water, pull him out and fly him over to 
the ship. Simple enough?” 

“Sir, yes sir!” The squirrelicorns were always somewhat militaristic. It 
made Alex wonder what words Mr. Today had used when creating them. He 
watched as they organized themselves and began circling the area. 

The ship appeared out of the darkness, bringing a hint of pink at the edge 
of the sky and an early morning fog to go along with it. Alex frowned. The 
fog would only make it harder for the squirrelicorns to see. Not something 
they needed right now. He hoped it would burn off quickly. 

“Okay, crew, we’ve had some new developments.” Alex quickly filled in 
the others on what had taken place with Copper and with Spike. He 
assigned the teams and explained the two missions. 

“We don’t have much time. Sky, take your team down. Hopefully, you’ ll 
find Ms. Octavia and you can get our Artiméans out of there. It worries 
me...,” he said, thinking of Octavia, but he didn’t finish. Everyone else 
was worried too. 

“Sean, Carina—I need you to come with me. We’re going to release the 
creatures. And, Ahab, take the ship back a safe distance so you don’t 


capsize when this volcano resurfaces. Got it?” He looked all around. “Is 
everybody ready?” 

A cheer rang out, followed by a small voice from the ship. 

“What about me?” 

It was Fox. He stood on a box at the bow. 

Alex’s lips parted. “Aw, I’m sorry, Fox. I don’t have a job for you. You 
float.” 

Fox blinked his big eyes. He looked down at the water. 

Desperate, Alex flashed a pleading glance at Sky. He didn’t have the 
time or patience for hurt feelings right now—his whale was running out of 
air. 

“What Alex meant to say,” Sky said gently, “is that he needs you on 
board the ship to take care of the rescued ones.” She leaned toward the fox 
conspiratorially and put her hand by her mouth to shield her words from the 
captain’s ears. “After all, we can’t have the crazy one helping my mother— 
he’ Il scare her to death! Which is why you have the most important job.” 

Simber grumbled. “That’s pushing it a bit farrr.” 

“T’ll say,” muttered Alex. 

Fox perked up. “Then I will be the best welcomer ever.” 

“Think I’m going to throw up now,” Carina said cheerily. “Can we get 
on with this?” 

“Not a moment too soon,” Alex said. “Okay. Be safe and be wise, 
everyone.” He poised to dive and added, “And watch out for that blasted 
eel.” 





The Big Cat’s Worst Nightmare 


Into the water they went. Alex dove straight down, with Sean and Carina 
behind and Simber circling above. The three looked around, trying to find 
the underwater island. Alex figured they didn’t have more than fifteen 
minutes to find and release the creatures before the whale would run out of 
air. They had to get it right. 

Deeper and deeper they swam, knowing they could only go so far before 
too much time had passed and they’d have to head back up again. But Alex 
knew that Sean and Carina could hold their breath as long as he could— 
Carina even a little longer. 

After a long minute, with pressure building up around Alex’s ears the 
deeper they went, he felt something tugging on his sleeve. It was Sean, who 
pointed to an area a little farther down and to one side. The top of the 
volcano! Alex gave Sean a thumbs-up and followed him and Carina, who 
had gone on ahead. The three of them swam down the side of the volcano to 
where the glass cage was. They rounded the edge of the rock and found 
themselves eye to milky eye with the giant squid—only his eye was bigger 
than their entire heads. And luckily, he was behind glass. Or maybe not so 
luckily. The good news was that the squid’s tentacle was no longer trapped 
in the door. Did that mean the eel had been back? 

Alex kept himself from panicking at the sight of such an enormous 
creature, knowing that the stress would only cause him to use up his body’s 
oxygen too quickly. Instead he swam for the door, where the eel had been, 
and searched for the button or lever that the eel had used. As he searched, 
his eyes glanced to Spike, who swam around wildly at the top of the cage. 

Beyond the cage, Alex looked straight into the middle floor of the 
strange island. He could see some activity, but he knew he couldn’t 
concentrate on it. A moment later Carina caught Alex’s eye. She waved 
frantically to get his attention and pointed. Floating near the top of the cage, 
tiny and limp and seemingly lifeless, was Ms. Octavia. No wonder she 
hadn’t come back up. The eel had gotten her, too! There was no time to 
waste. 


Alex lit a blinding highlighter and pulled himself along the door until he 
found a round carving in the glass. Inside there was a wire. Was that the 
door opener? He pushed his fist into the space and pressed the wire as hard 
as he could. 

Nothing happened. 

He pressed it again, pushing and swimming against it, trying to get some 
force behind it. But it was no use. Desperately, he searched for another 
button or lever or something that would trigger the opening of the door. But 
there was nothing. 

He pounded on the door, trying to wake up Octavia, but her body looked 
wrung out, squeezed by the eel. There was nothing they could do. Alex, 
Sean, and Carina looked at each other, knowing they didn’t have time for 
anything else anyway—their lungs were growing uncomfortable. They 
needed to get to the surface. 

Alex took a single glance through the cage to the area where he’d last 
seen Lani, but there was no one there now. Had they made it out? Or had 
they been captured? 

He pounded once more on the glass and then, giving up, pointed to the 
surface. As they rose, Alex saw a familiar flash of light. Spike had heard his 
tiny pounding and moved over to the glass wall where Alex had been. Alex 
hesitated, and then, motioning to the others to go ahead, he turned back and 
went to the glass where Spike was, putting his hands against the cage. 

“Spike Furious,” Alex said. They’d all practiced speaking underwater 
during their training time, and now he did his best to sound as clear as 
possible without using up too much air. The words sent bubbles floating 
upward. He stabbed a finger into his chest. “Alex.” The whale pressed her 
side up against the glass where Alex’s hands were, lining herself up 
perfectly with where his hands had been when he brought her to life. 

She knows! His face lit up. “We’re coming back. Hang on!” 

Spike seemed to calm down. Her eyes followed him as he pushed back 
from the glass and began to make his way to the surface, carefully and 
deliberately, and, as always, watching out for the eel. 

When he broke through the surface and waved the squirrelicorms away 
so they wouldn’t pluck him out of the water, Alex knew they were running 
out of options. As soon as he caught his breath, he looked up at Simber, 
shielding his eyes now that the sun was finally coming up. Sean and Carina 
floated nearby. 


“Big problems,” Alex said, his chest still heaving in the water. “Ms. 
Octavia’s in the cage. We can’t get it open.” He filled his lungs with air and 
let it out again. He had to catch his breath before he could go down that far 
again. 

“Sean and Carrrina filled me in,” Simber said. 

Alex nodded his thanks. “I think the eel sends some sort of electric shock 
through the wire that it uses to control the door.” 

“Speaking of the eel, you guys keep talking. I’m going to be the 
lookout.” Carina ducked down under the surface again. 

“Has anyone returned from Operation Copper?” Sean asked. 

“Not yet,” Simber said. 

“Sim,” Alex said, “I hate to do this.” He pushed his shock of wet curls 
out of his eyes. “I’m afraid we need you... to...” Alex pressed his lips 
together and looked down at the water. 

Simber regarded Alex. He closed his eyes for a long moment. And then 
he opened them again. “P1 do whateverrr it takes. But I’m worrried I won’t 
have the momentum I need. And I don’t want to hurrrt anyone.” 

“We don’t have a choice,” Alex said in a low voice. “It’s the only way. 
We’re out of time.” 

Simber nodded. “Pll need to get sufficient airrrspeed. You head down 
firrrst and warrrn them. Push them to the north end of the cage.” 

Carina popped up, catching the tail end of the conversation. “No eel,” 
she said. 

Alex looked at her. “Can you head down? Sean, you too. Pll follow in a 
minute.” 

A second later, Sean and Carina went back below the surface. Alex 
looked at Simber. “Is there any way you could be destroyed doing this? The 
glass is very thick.” 

“In waterrr?” Simber chuckled. “No chance. Pll just need something to 
push off from to get back up again after it’s over. It might take a few trrries. 
Orrr Pll climb up on top of the volcano and rrride up with it the next time it 
goes. You don’t have to wortry about me.” 

“Okay. That’s a relief. I’m going back down. You’re very brave.” 

“Orrr stupid. I’m heading up. See you shorrrtly.” Simber lifted up, then 
looked back. “And stay farrr out of my way.” 

“I will!” Alex rolled his eyes as the statue ascended, and muttered, 
“Trust me. I will.” 


“T can still hearrr you.” 
Alex shook his head, sucked in an enormous breath, and swam back 
down toward the cage. It was now or never. 





Half Over 


When Alex made it back to the glass cage, he found Carina and Sean 
struggling with the door mechanism, trying in vain to make it do something. 
Sean cast one spell after another at it, but nothing worked. 

Alex went straight up to the glass and began pounding again, hoping to 
get Spike’s attention. Spike turned to look and swam over to Alex. 

“We’re going to smash the glass!” Alex said, trying not to use up too 
much air. He pointed to the south side of the cage. “That wall. Move away! 
Tell them.” Alex pointed to the other trapped creatures. 

The whale looked startled for a moment, and then she went up to the 
long-necked sea monster and seemed to converse with it. The sea monster 
moved to the north side of the cage. Then Spike approached the giant squid. 
After a bit of hesitation, the squid looked at Alex and shot to the opposite 
corner from where he’d been, nursing his injured limb. 

Then Spike pushed Ms. Octavia’s floating body to the back corner as 
well, near the squid. The Octagator seemed to move a tentacle or two, Alex 
thought, but he wasn’t sure. The squid reached out and cradled Ms. Octavia 
with one tentacle to keep her from floating away. Alex pointed out the act 
of kindness to Carina, who gave a sweet, crooked smile at the sight of it. 

Then Spike swam to the bottom of the cage and began poking Florence’s 
shoulder with her spike, trying to tell the statue to move. Alex watched. 

The whale poked Florence again and again, but Florence didn’t budge. 

Alex pounded on the glass. “Tell her Simber is coming!” If anything 
would do it, it would be that, he was sure. 

The whale seemed to understand, and just as Alex caught sight of 
Simber torpedoing through the water toward them, he thought he saw 
Florence open one eye. But he couldn’t be certain. 

“Look out!” Alex yelled, not sure how far his words would carry in the 
depths of this watery world. But Sean and Carina heard, and so did the 
whale. Sean, Carina, and Alex pushed away from the glass as fast as they 
could, and everyone inside flattened against the north wall. When the squid 


saw what was coming toward him, he wrapped his enormous body around 
all his strange-looking prison mates, shielding them just in time. 

Simber hit the glass at full speed and broke through. The impact shook 
the entire underwater island—it was like an explosion. Alex covered his 
face as giant chunks of glass flew in slow motion through the water and 
Simber came to rest on the floor of the cage, like a perfect fire-breathing 
origami dragon coming in for a landing. Sean and Carina closed in, waiting 
for the debris to stop flying. Alex joined them. 

Inside the reverse aquarium, there was a sudden flurry of movement, 
enough to make Alex look over. There, pirates began running about, 
pounding on the walls, trying to pull the seats out so they might secure 
themselves. At first, Alex didn’t understand what they were doing, but then 
he realized that they thought the tremor was a signal from the volcano that 
it was about to move again. When no seats dropped into place, chaos broke 
out. People began running every which way, trying to find a place to strap 
themselves in for the ride, but to no avail. 

It was during this that Alex saw the tiniest movement from within the 
glass island. A little white dot, jumping up and down, waving her little 
paws. Alex could see her pink tongue as she no doubt cried out, 
“Mewmewmew!” 

Alex poked Sean with his elbow. “Kitten,” he mouthed. 

They watched as Kitten ran away from them, straight toward the fishing 
hatch. 

Alex looked at Simber, who had gotten to his feet by now, though 
slowly. 

“Okay! Get sea creatures out,” Alex mimed. “I go help Kitten.” 

Sean and Carina nodded. They went around to the hole and inside the 
cage. Sean darted up, grabbed Ms. Octavia, and headed to the surface, while 
Carina spoke to Spike the way Alex had, telling Spike to tell the sea 
monster and the giant squid and the other creatures to escape. While Alex 
swam toward the fishing hatch, the sea monster and squid darted out at 
Spike’s urging and headed west. The last thing Alex saw was Carina, 
hopping onto Spike’s back and riding toward the sky. 

Alex rounded the glass island, running too low on oxygen, he could tell. 
His lungs burned. His eyesight dimmed. He pressed the door to the fishing 
hatch, and when it slid open, he moved into the box of water, then pressed 


the second button and fell into the island, gasping for breath. There was so 
much chaos inside, nobody even noticed him. 

Except Kitten, of course. “Mewmewmew!” she cried. “Mewmewmew!” 

Alex didn’t have a clue what she was saying. “Show me,” he said when 
he could catch his breath. 

Kitten pranced through the chaos with a soaking-wet Alex on her heels. 
He dodged and weaved, keeping his arm near his face so he wouldn’t be 
noticed. An alarm sounded, and pirates everywhere were becoming 
hysterical trying to find safety seats before their sickening ride upward. If 
Alex hadn’t been so overwhelmed with everything else, he might have 
thought this was the most inconvenient and annoying island he’d ever seen. 
He never wanted to see it again. 

Kitten darted down the spiral staircase, jumping from one step to the 
next, and raced up a hallway past a few panicked people wearing the brown 
uniforms of slaves. Kitten stopped at a door. “Mewmewmew!” she cried, 
throwing herself at it. 

Alex grabbed the handle and pushed open the door. He nearly fell inside 
when he saw the scene before him. 


Fear Replanted 


It didn’t take long for Aaron and his new governors to make up a variety of 
atrocities to pin on the unsuspecting people of Artimé, painting them as a 
looming threat to the people of Quill. Aaron worked and reworked his 
speech, knowing he needed to be alarming yet appear totally in control, and 
also instill trust in his new team of leaders so that when Aaron wasn’t 
around, the Quillens would listen to the governors. 

When it came time to address the people, Aaron, his three new 
inductees, and Secretary, of course, rode to the Commons of Quill, arriving 
just slightly late as Justine would have done. Aaron knew it was the little, 
consistent details that proved to gain the trust of the people of Quill. Being 
late was one of them. 

Flanked by guards and wearing one of Justine’s robes, Aaron stepped out 
of his car, followed by Secretary. The crowd in the amphitheater murmured 
and then was quiet. The next car pulled up, and Gondoleery, Liam, and 
Strang got out. 

Aaron nodded to them and began walking to the amphitheater. They 
followed. When the high priest approached the podium, he didn’t smile or 
frown. He looked over the crowd. The Wanteds stood in the front as usual. 
Behind them were the Necessaries in their assigned spots, and beyond the 
Necessaries were a small group of tattered-looking Unwanteds who had 
come crying into Quill when Artimé disappeared. Aaron had quickly turned 
them into slaves. The high priest narrowed his eyes in their direction, seeing 
a boy who had been in his own class in school, Cole Wickett, standing 
there. He wondered how Cole was liking the little deal the high priest had 
made with the returning Unwanteds. Not that he cared. 

As usual, Aaron’s eyes sought and found the spot where his parents 
always stood. The sun beat down on them now. The last time Aaron had 
seen his parents, his mother was very pregnant. Now his mother and father 
each held a baby girl with dark brown ringlets. One of the girls squirmed, 
while the other sat pacified, looking in Aaron’s direction. Aaron frowned 


and looked away. It was strange to know he had sisters. Identical twins once 
more. 

When all was silent and the governors stood behind him, Aaron focused 
on a very different spot in the crowd and began his address. 

“People of Quill, I come with news,” he began. “As your high priest, I 
must tell you that our neighbors in Artimé are plotting to attack us.” He let 
the words sink in and the murmurs die down. 

“We don’t know how or when, but we do know that they have been 
plotting this for some time. They wish to take over Quill, get rid of us, and 
expand their hideous world. And”—he paused for effect—“they are using 
you to do it.” 

Again Aaron waited in the thick silence. 

“Those of you who have been visiting Artimé or accepting Unwanteds as 
visitors in your homes here in Quill—you are our weak link. I am asking 
you to cease these visits immediately without letting on to Artimé that we 
know about their plans. If we tip them off, they may change tactics and put 
us into more danger. As it stands now, there is nothing to fear in the near 
future. We are watching them very closely. But we can also use your help.” 

Aaron flicked away a bead of sweat that dripped down his cheek. “In 
addition to ceasing your contact with to Artimé, I’m asking each of you to 
watch your neighbors to make sure they are not sneaking off to visit the 
Unwanteds or inviting them into Quill. If you suspect someone is making 
contact with the people of Artimé, please come to the palace with your 
information and you will be rewarded with Favored Farm food for your 
efforts to make Quill a safer place to live. 

“In addition, I have appointed three new governors to help protect you 
and serve our land.” Aaron stepped aside to point them out. “Liam Healy, 
Gondoleery Rattrapp, and Septimus Strang.” The governors bowed when 
their names were called. Aaron continued. “They are your advocates, and 
together we are working tirelessly to eliminate the threat from outside our 
walls. We will not let the people of Artimé try to control us! We will not let 
the Unwanteds take over an inch of our world! People of Quill, we must 
come together for the sake of our land and our traditions. We need to act as 
one body in opposition to the enemy who is out to destroy us. And together 
we will become a stronger society, eliminating once and for all the enemy 
that has plagued us since they killed our beloved High Priest Justine.” 


Aaron pressed his lips together and leaned forward. “People of Quill, 
vow with me now to work only for the best interests of our land.” He 
paused for effect, and then said with a flourish, “May Quill prevail with all 
we have in us!” 

The people gathered there did not cheer, but if they looked deep within 
their hearts, almost everyone present could feel something strange welling 
up inside them—something that felt like anger and loyalty and courage. 
They used the courage to beat down the anger, saving it for another day and 
knowing instinctively that they would need a large supply when the time 
came. 

Aaron stepped back, spent. The seeds were sown. The reaction was 
exactly as he had wished it to be. He sent the three new governors out into 
the crowd to greet the Wanteds. They would be the temporary face of the 
palace. For a short time, anyway. Long enough for Aaron to build and grow 
his secret weapons. 

And then all manner of war would be released alongside the collected 
anger of the people of Quill, and the Unwanteds would be gone and Artimé 
would be his. 


Just Keep Swimming 


Ín the dark room on the lowest floor of Pirate Island, Sky, Samheed, and 
Crow were frantically tending to Henry, Lani, and Copper, who were 
covered in bruises and blood. 

Sky looked up. Her breath caught. “Alex, thank goodness.” She waved 
her hand at the injured. “They weren’t strapped in when the island 
plunged,” she said. “They went flying.” 

Samheed looked at Alex. “They’re all conscious now, at least. Henry 
was still out cold when we got here, and he’s bleeding pretty badly. We’ ll 
have to sneak out in the middle of the night when we can go slowly.” 

Alex looked on in alarm. “No, we can’t wait. They know we’re here. 
That tremor you felt wasn’t the island about to go up, it was Simber 
breaking through the cage glass. The eel got Octavia and, well, another 
creature, and we had to get them out or they’d die.” He wiped the drips 
from his face with his sodden shirtsleeve. “Seriously, guys—we have to go 
now.” 

“T don’t think we should move them,” Samheed said, his stubbornness 
coming out. 

“Sam. Listen. There’s total chaos out there,” Alex said. “Nobody will be 
paying attention to us. We can get out safely right now. I don’t have time to 
explain, but we have to go. We have to.” When Samheed hesitated and Sky 
didn’t say anything to help, Alex repeated in a stern voice. “Now.” 

Samheed looked at Lani. She nodded and struggled to her elbows. “Alex 
is right. If they know we’re here,” she said weakly, “they’ll find us.” 

Alex breathed a sigh of relief. He picked up Kitten and handed her to 
Crow. “Sam, take Lani. I’ve got Copper. Sky, you grab Henry. Let’s get out 
of here. Don’t stop for anything.” 

The three able bodies picked up their battered friends, Alex quickly yet 
politely introducing himself to Copper before he picked her up, explaining 
to her what his plan was. They left the room and made their way down the 
empty hall, then crept up the spiral stairs to where the chaos was. 


Samheed reached the top first and waited for the others. Lani, despite her 
injuries, strained over the railing at the top of the steps to look inside the 
glass case nearby, which had caught her eye earlier. She struggled in 
Samheed’s arms to see better as they waited for the others to reach them. 

“Ouch. What are you doing?” Samheed whispered. 

“Trying to see that drawing,” Lani said, digging a knee into his ribs. 
“Boost me up!” 

“No!” Samheed said. “Stop wriggling or Pll drop you.” 

Lani frowned and wriggled more, finally getting a long look at what was 
inside the case. 

Samheed looked down the stairs as Sky struggled with Henry to reach 
them. He shifted Lani and held out a hand to assist Sky as Alex climbed 
past them all to take the lead with Copper. 

“Everybody,” Alex hissed, “keep your heads down and push on, no 
matter what. Do what you have to do to get out of here. Just stay close.” He 
set off, with Sky on his heels. 

Lani settled back down in Samheed’s arms, spent from her efforts, and 
Samheed sped after Alex and Sky. 

“My mother can’t swim,” Sky reminded Alex in a low voice as they 
dodged a wailing child who’d been separated from his parents in the 
confusion. “How will we get her all the way to the surface?” 

Alex twisted left and right, moving through the crowd, his heart 
pounding. “I’m wondering the same thing about myself,” he said. After two 
lengthy dives already today and little recovery time, he didn’t have much 
energy left in him. And they couldn’t afford to rest. 

“Put a helmet on Sky’s mother,” Lani said, her head resting on 
Samheed’s shoulder now. “I meant to tell you—there’s air inside. She’ll be 
able to breathe.” 

“Perfect,” Alex said, relieved. So that explained how the fishermen 
could stay out in the water so long. Copper looked slightly relieved too, but 
Alex could still feel her shaking with fear. “Are you going to be okay?” he 
asked her. 

She nodded, unable to speak because of the thornament around her neck. 

“Okay. We’re almost there.” 

Finally they made it to the fishing hatch. Alex spied the suits and 
helmets. He grabbed a helmet and placed it over Copper’s head while Sky 


hit the button to the sliding door. As they made their way into the box, a 
shout rang out above the chaotic noise around them. 

“Stop! Who are you?” 

Alex looked up to find two men and a woman charging toward them. 

“They’re stealing my slave!” one of the men yelled. 

“Get in, quick,” Alex said. They scooted inside, having to squeeze to fit 
all seven of them. Alex pulled Samheed back so the door would close just 
as the pirate reached the first button and slapped it, holding it open. 

“Grab them!” the pirate yelled. 

Without a thought, both Samheed and Alex pointed and shouted, 
“Glass!” 

Instantly not one but two panes of glass stopped the pirates in their 
tracks and walled the Artiméans in the chamber. 

“Yikes,” Alex said, sweating profusely now. “That was close.” He 
ignored the pirates and looked at all his companions. “TIt’ll take us a few 
minutes to reach the surface. Can everyone handle that? Copper,” he said to 
Sky’s mother, “Lani says your helmet has air inside.” 

“Right,” Lani said. “And it’ll seal up nice and snug around your jaw so 
no water can get in. You will be able to breathe normally.” 

Alex flashed Lani a grateful smile. “Just don’t panic and we’ll be fine, 
Copper. I promise I won’t let you go.” 

“You can trust them, Mother,” Crow said from Henry’s side. The 
bandage on Henry’s head had grown crimson with blood. 

“Henry,” Alex said, “can you make it?” 

Henry nodded through half-closed eyes. “I got this,” he said. His voice 
was weak. 

“Lani?” 

“Yes,” she replied. “I’m fine. Really.” 

“Copper?” 

The woman nodded her helmeted head. Alex could feel her hands 
shaking as she gripped his shoulders. 

Alex breathed hard, trying to rebuild his depleted oxygen stores, though 
he wasn’t sure how much oxygen was left in this little box—they had to get 
out of there. “Let’s do this, then. Here we go. Everybody, gather your breath 
and stay close to me.” He pushed the button. The outer door opened slowly, 
letting water in. The pirates behind them pounded on the glass, but Alex 
knew there was no way they’d be able to break through. 


“Where’s Kitten?” Henry asked, his eyes wide open in alarm now. 

“T’ve got her,” Crow said. He patted his best friend’s arm as the water 
rose up around his chest. “Here we go.” 

Soon the water had reached the top of the box, and the door slid all the 
way open. Everyone looked for Alex to lead them. 

Alex wasted no time. He floated out and pushed off the glass door frame 
to give him momentum in the right direction. He began kicking, and soon 
he and Copper were rising slowly through the water. Crow swam with Alex, 
holding on to his mother’s hand. Samheed, with Lani wrapped in his arms, 
pushed upward on one side of Alex. Sky held Henry, who was clearly the 
most injured of the three. Alex urged Sky to go a little faster if she was able. 
Soon she took the lead. 

Alex looked back through the murky water at the glass cage, which was 
nearly empty now. Only Simber and Florence remained. Florence was 
standing now, but Alex wasn’t sure if Simber had propped her up that way 
or if she’d gotten up on her own. After a few moments, he couldn’t see 
them any longer. 

Soon the entire volcano island was out of sight and Alex could see a 
bright spot in the sky above. He couldn’t wait to get everybody safely on 
board the ship. 

When something flashed, Alex almost smiled. Spike! he thought. He 
looked around for the whale, hope surging—maybe they could get a ride to 
the surface. 

But it wasn’t Spike’s faux diamond—encrusted horn catching the light. 

It was the electric spark of the slithery eel. 

And it was coming their way. 





Flashes of Light 


Alex grabbed Crow’s arm and pointed at the eel, then up toward the 
surface. “Go!” he said in his garbled, watery voice. “Hurry!” 

Crow’s eyes widened in fear, but he always listened to Alex. He shot up 
through the water, swimming as fast as his little feet could kick. 

When Sam and Sky noticed Crow, they looked at Alex. Alex showed 
them the eel, which came in and out of sight. It began to circle them. Alex 
pointed up, urging his friends to go faster, which they did. Alex tried too, 
but his arms and legs burned. He had the heaviest load and had spent way 
too many minutes underwater today. It was exhausting, not to mention the 
fact that he hadn’t stopped to eat anything in forever. He didn’t know how 
much more strength he had in him. 

Still, the presence of the eel was extremely motivating. Alex kicked 
through the pain and struggled onward. He could see the surface now. 
Everything was getting lighter. Alex pushed on, wanting to squeal in pain 
from the way Copper was gripping his arms. He kept telling himself that as 
long as she wasn’t panicking, he could handle the fingernails digging into 
his skin. He began to wish he’d grabbed a helmet for himself. 

He watched from below with great relief as Crow made it to the surface. 
Soon the boy was pulled from the water, presumably by two squirrelicorns 
eager to finally do something. Sky and Henry were next. Henry’s legs 
disappeared first, and then Sky’s. 

What a relief to know they were safe! Alex knew that Samheed and Lani 
would have to wait for the first pair of squirrelicorns to come back from 
dropping off Crow. Too bad Simber was still down in the aquarium with 
Florence. 

Which made him wonder: Just how was Simber supposed to pull 
Florence up to the surface when he could barely propel himself there? 

He closed his eyes briefly. One more obstacle. He kept kicking. 

Copper’s grip grew even tighter on his arms, until he felt like she was 
cutting off his circulation. He opened his eyes to the sight of the slithering 
eel closing in at his feet. Copper had seen it. 


Alex didn’t have time or energy to reassure her. His hope was that the eel 
wouldn’t want anything to do with humans—after all, it had thrown Carina 
out to sea after it had grabbed her off the ship. In fact, the eel seemed to be 
pretty strict about collecting only weird sea creatures. Well, and Florence. 
But here it was, surrounding them, and it didn’t look disinterested in the 
least. Alex kicked faster and watched Lani’s and Samheed’s legs disappear 
from the water. He was almost there. 

The eel wouldn’t stop circling. Alex wouldn’t stop swimming. With a 
final burst of energy, he shot upward, pushing Copper above him until she 
reached the surface. He treaded water until he felt her weight being lifted 
from his arms, and then he broke through and gasped for air. He wiped the 
water from his eyes and looked for squirrelicoms, but they were all 
retreating, delivering Samheed, Lani, and now Copper to the ship. Alex 
flipped on his back, knowing he should go back under and watch the eel, 
but also knowing if he didn’t catch his breath for a second, he just might die 
anyway, without the eel having to do anything at all. 

As he gasped and floated and waited for the first pair of squirrelicorns to 
return, his body spent and muscles trembling, he felt something wrap itself 
around his legs. Alex sprang to life, kicking and yelling. “Help!” he cried, 
hoping it would bring the squirrelicorns faster. He flailed about, just barely 
sliding out of the eel’s grasp again and again, shouting when he could get a 
breath, until finally the eel rose up out of the water and wrapped around 
Alex like kite string around a reel. 

“Aah—!” Alex’s yell was cut short by the eel yanking him underwater. 

Immediately he sucked in a breath of water and started to choke. The eel 
squeezed him and slithered around through the water, gaining momentum 
until it was moving at a maniacal speed. Alex’s vision grew hazy, and he 
couldn’t struggle anymore. He tried desperately to hold his breath, but the 
intake of water had messed up everything. Just before he blacked out, a 
flash of light caught his eye. 

And this time, it wasn’t the eel. 





Spike Furious 


The shiny, blue-painted whale with a faux diamond-encrusted spike 
shooting out from her forehead came zipping toward Alex and the eel at top 
speed. Even though she’d been captured by this same eel once before, she 
was not afraid. She had learned the eel’s tricks. Compelled by a voice inside 
her, she swam at a furious pace, aiming her spike without fear at the 
enormous electric eel. 

That voice inside—she’d heard it before, at the beginning of everything. 
But the voices of the sea had been louder back then, calling her to play. She 
hadn’t been able to resist them. 

Today in the cage she heard that voice again, coming from the boy. From 
the Alex. 

At the beginning, during the terrible time, the Alex was there, feeling 
terrible too. It reminded her of something. Of someone. Of a man, a very 
long time ago, who remained by her side until the end. And even though it 
hurt, she felt comfort knowing that the man was there, feeling terrible with 
her. 

When she heard that voice, the voice of the Alex, and saw his eyes and 
understood his words, she believed in him. And when the Alex’s personal 
monster came to break the cage and set everyone free so they could breathe 
again, Spike Furious knew that she would want to stay near the Alex 
forever. The thought made her happy. 

Now, with the Alex in grave danger, there was only one thing Spike 
could do to stop the bad eel from hurting him and everyone else. 

She sped toward the giant eel and stabbed her spike into its side. 

The creature recoiled. The Alex slipped out of its grasp. Spike Furious 
yanked her spike out of the eel’s side, slipped her tail under the boy as he 
fell lifeless through the water, and lifted his body above the surface to the 
air, because every creature of the sea knows that the Alexes can’t hold their 
breath as long as whales can. 

When Spike heard the noises from the ship, she got scared, but then she 
saw that the people on board were smiling and cheering. Spike smiled back 


and cheered with them as two creatures of the air picked up the Alex from 
her tail and brought him to the ship. 

“Thank you, Spike! You saved Alex!” said the girl with short fur who 
had been near the cage with the boy. 

Spike bobbed in the water, tail and snout sticking up. She liked the girl 
with short fur. The whale ducked her head underwater to fill her blowhole 
so she could speak, and repeated, “Thank you, Spike!” And for some 
reason, just like when she had spoken to the sea monster and the squid and 
the dead stone woman, it didn’t seem strange. 

“Oh, you can talk,” said the girl. “How excellent. I am Carina. Do you 
understand what I’m saying?” 

“Of course I can,” Spike said. She blew, and water shot up, hitting the 
Carina in the face. 

Carina laughed and wiped her eyes. “Lovely! Alex did an excellent job 
with you.” 

Spike nodded, somehow knowing this to be true, but not knowing quite 
how she’d learned of it. She submerged once more. “Where is the Alex?” 

“He’s here on the deck, coughing up a lungful of water—do you hear 
him? But he’ll be okay, I think, because you rescued him in time.” 

“Tt is always good to be in time,” Spike said, as if it just occurred to her. 
She was learning new things every minute. 

“Indeed it is.” Carina glanced out to sea, a worried look on her face. 
“Tm wondering if you can do me a favor while we wait for Alex to feel 
better.” 

“Oh,” Spike said, and she closed her eyes as a wave of . . . something... 
passed over her. “You want me to check on the monster with wings.” Again, 
Spike had no idea how she knew what Carina wanted, but the knowledge 
was there. She could feel it, anticipate it. “And the dead stone woman.” 

“Yes, if it’s not too much trouble.” 

“Tt is not.” Spike dove down and barreled through the water like a bullet 
in the direction of the cage. There was no sign of the eel, she thought with 
smug satisfaction. 
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On board the ship, Alex felt like he might never stop coughing. As soon as 
he was able, and despite the outcry of those surrounding him, Alex got to 


his feet and stumbled over to the side of the ship. “Where’s Simber?” he 
demanded. “Has anyone seen him?” 

For Alex, this scene was all too horribly familiar. Simber, lost 
underwater again. It was unnerving. 

“Spike is checking on them,” Carina said, joining Alex at the railing. 
“Our whale friend is quite intelligent and seems extra intuitive. She guessed 
what I was about to ask her.” 

Alex looked at Carina. “She spoke to you?” 

“Yes—didn’t you make her that way?” 

“T did, yes,” Alex said, a grin spreading over his face. “I made her to be 
able to communicate with all humans and creatures. But I didn’t think it 
would actually work.” 

“She seemed to have no trouble speaking to that long-necked sea 
monster and the squid, and definitely no problems talking to me. That’s a 
lot already. She calls you ‘the Alex.’ It’s very cute,” Carina teased. “As if 
you are your own breed.” 

Alex smiled and shook his head a little, lost in thought. “Can you believe 
it? I actually made a creature and brought her to life,” he murmured. “That’s 
crazy.” 

“And she’s fully devoted to you. I don’t know what she did to scare that 
eel off, because when I saw that slimy evil thing pop out of the water and 
grab you, I thought it was all over. But then she was right there, jumping 
through the air, chasing after you, her body shining and her spike sparkling 
in the sun—she’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen, Alex.” 

Alex, a bit overwhelmed by Spike and still worried about Simber and 
Florence, couldn’t think of anything to say. And then he whirled around, 
remembering. “How’s Ms. Octavia? Is she okay?” 

“She’s resting belowdecks, but we think she’ll be okay once her body 
has time to reshape and heal. The eel squished her pretty hard. Luckily, 
she’s flexible. She’ll bounce back.” Carina began updates on everyone else. 
“Copper and Henry have wounds we can treat. Lani’s already up and 
about.” Carina pointed to Lani, who was poring over a wrinkled paper and 
apparently having a terse discussion with Samheed. Carina gazed out over 
the sea once more. “It’s Florence I’m worried about.” 

Alex nodded. “Me too. If I had any energy left, Pd go down there 
myself. But I’m afraid I’ve reached my limit on sea breathing for the day, 
and I’d only have to be rescued again.” 


“None of us, including Simber, would want you to attempt it at this 
point.” 

They stood side by side, not talking. After a while, Sean joined them, 
and then Samheed came over, leaving Lani alone with her precious paper. 
They stood in stoic silence: hungry, exhausted, aching. Waiting. Hoping that 
soon all the questions that plagued them would be answered. 
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When they saw the water rippling in a line toward the ship, they thought at 
first it was yet another sea creature. But soon they could see the ripples 
were coming from the tip of a sparkling spike, as well as from two 
enormous feet sticking slightly out of the water. 

“Its Florence!” Carina cried. “Spike’s got her, see?” She pointed as the 
whale moved toward them uncharacteristically slowly, yet steadily. Behind 
them, in an explosion of water, Simber appeared, his wings flapping wildly 
as soon as they hit the air, bringing him up and out of the water. 

“Simber!” Alex shouted. 

The enormous stone cheetah shook in midair, trying to rid itself of the 
horrid droplets, and he roared when the spectators laughed at the sight. 

But the laughs died away when Spike and Florence approached. Spike 
sidled up to the ship with Florence, who was lying on Spike’s back just 
under the surface. Everyone leaned over to get a look at her. Simber, still 
trying to rid himself of the water, flew over and joined them. 

Alex looked at Florence. Her face was serene, arms folded over her 
stomach, eyes closed. She even had thin ebony eyelashes—Alex hadn’t 
noticed them before. He bit his lip and looked up at Simber. “Is she . . . Is 
she dead?” 

Simber’s mouth opened, and then it closed. He looked away. 

A wave of cold fear passed through Alex. He turned back to Florence. 

And then Florence sat up on the whale’s back. “HA!” she yelled, scaring 
everybody half to death. 

Everyone screamed in fright. Simber cracked up—figuratively, of course 
—roaring with laughter. And before their hearts had stopped pounding, 
Florence grabbed the side of the ship while Simber touched down on the 
other side to keep balance, and in a rather undignified manner, with a little 
shove from Spike, the warrior hefted herself over the side of the ship and 
rolled nicely to the center, then sat up on the edge of the hole she’d made 


earlier and let her legs dangle through to the deck below. She looked at 
Alex, who was still gripping his robe, staring at her. 

“Now,” she said, grinning, “where did we leave off? And what enormous 
grunt left this big hole in your deck? How rude.” 

As everyone caught their breath and Captain Ahab and the other statues 
came running over to see Florence, Spike Furious jumped high into the air, 
unable to overcome her delight in saving the day. 

The captain stopped short and stared at Spike, his eyes wide. 

Spike blew the water from her spout in glee. 

Ahab clutched his jacket. He whispered, “Deceitful eyes, can you deny 
this scene before me? The splash and spout reveal her . . . but bedecked as 
such? Bejeweled? Nary a white speck upon her . . .” His face clouded over, 
and then it cleared. “’Tis the elusive beast disguised!” He shook his fist as 
Spike surfaced and jumped again, trumpeting water from her blowhole high 
into the air. Ahab ran to the ship’s wheel. “Thar she blows!” he cried. “Thar 
she blows—the great blue whale!” 


The Tale of the Sacrifice 


When the crew had calmed Captain Ahab enough that he was merely 
shaking his fist and muttering at the whale whenever she surfaced and 
preparing the ship to sail once more, Alex called everybody together. As on 
their last journey, the injured were triaged in one area, and even Ms. 
Octavia had managed to make it back up to the main deck, looking as 
wrung out as a tattered dishcloth but happy to see everyone alive all the 
same, most especially Florence. 

After they had all greeted one another, Alex called everyone to order to 
introduce Copper. It was clear the woman was Sky’s mother—not just 
because of the orange eyes or the thorny necklace she wore, but because 
Copper looked like an older version of Sky, only with darker hair and 
lighter skin. 

“T’ve talked to my mother about taking the thorn necklace off. She’d like 
you to do it, Alex. If you don’t mind.” 

“Of course not.” Alex didn’t hesitate. He went to Copper’s side and sat 
down to explain the procedure. Once she nodded her consent, Alex gathered 
up his concentration and cast the spell, and soon the horrible metal 
dissipated into the air. 

Everyone watched anxiously as Copper tried to speak. It took her some 
time to get even a bit of her voice back, but it was better than nothing. 

“Irl take a while, but I think you’ll have it eventually,” Sky assured her. 

Copper nodded. “Thank you, Alex,” she managed to whisper. 

“Yes, thank you, Alex,” Sky echoed. She looked at him. 

Alex nodded. “Sure,” he said in a quiet voice, holding her gaze for once. 
“That’s what I’m here for.” After a minute, he broke the connection and 
busied himself with other tasks. 

Copper relaxed, eager to have everyone take their eyes off her and go 
back to whatever they usually did after a rescue. Only, her eyes darted every 
now and then to the spot where the island would surface. 

While Sean and Samheed began to assist Ahab with the sails, Alex said, 
“Lani, tell us what happened to you guys. You must have freaked out when 


the island sank.” 

Lani held her head, remembering. “I thought we could make it. But 
when the volcano plunged underwater, Henry and Copper and I all went 
flying. At least I was in the hatch, so I didn’t get battered as much. But 
Henry hit his head pretty hard.” 

“As you can see,” Henry said, proudly pointing to his bandage. 

“Yes, it’s terribly serious,” Lani said. She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, we 
all took a hit.” 

“Daxel, too,” Copper whispered. 

“Who’s Daxel?” Alex asked. 

“He’s the other slave who worked with Copper,” Lani explained. “He 
wanted to escape with us, but when we didn’t make it out of the hatch, 
Copper signaled to him to act like he was trying to stop us so he wouldn’t 
get in trouble.” 

“Instead,” Henry said, “he distracted everybody so we could hide on the 
lower floor.” 

“I don’t know how we made it down there,” Copper rasped. 

“Daxel saved us,” Henry said. 

Lani stood up and began to act out everything that had happened to 
them. “The island had this sickening drop, and then it jerked and shook for 
a while. We were falling all over the place, down the stairs and everywhere, 
trying to get to safety.” 

“Maybe if you hadn’t wasted time in the beginning looking at their dumb 
drawings, you would have made it out in time,” Samheed muttered. 

Alex tilted his head. “How did you know she—” 

Lani, ignoring Alex, retorted, “Will you stop, already? I’m telling you, it 
was important.” 

“We were there to rescue Copper, not nose around in some stupid ancient 
book. You put yourselves in danger.” 

“Tt wasnt a book,” Lani said, jaw clenched. 

Alex, Sean, and Carina glanced uneasily at each other. It felt like old 
times with Lani and Samheed bickering again. 

Samheed sighed loudly. “Whatever. Sorry, everyone. Go on with your 
story.” 

Lani lifted her chin. “I’m trying to. Anyway. We were falling all over the 
place—” 

“And I was getting gravely injured,” Henry interjected. 


“And yeah, Henry got a little bump on his head. Luckily, only a few 
people saw us. When we were hiding in that room, I saw two pirates take 
Daxel away. They didn’t bother to hunt for us. I don’t think they’d realized 
yet that Henry and I didn’t belong there.” 

“And then I kept bleeding and bleeding, and we realized just how very 
badly hurt we were,” Henry said, milking his injuries for all he was worth. 

“Poor boy,” Copper whispered. “Your mother will nurse you back to 
health when you get home.” She smiled. 

Henry dropped his eyes. Everyone was silent. “She died,” he said at last. 
“Pm stuck with her.” He pointed with his thumb at Lani. Alex and Samheed 
hid their grins. 

“Oh—I’m sorry. About your mother, I mean.” 

“Tt’s okay, Copper. You didn’t know,” Lani said. “Lots of us don’t really 
have parents. It’s different from Warbler in that way, I suppose.” She 
reached over and patted Henry’s hand, and then put an arm around her 
brother and looked at him. “I guess you are hurt pretty bad,” she conceded. 

A small smile tugged at Henry’s lips. “Yes. I might need some extra 
snacks to make me feel better.” 

Carina leaned over and opened a crate next to her. She pulled out a 
basket of treats and handed it to Henry. “That about right?” she asked him. 

Henry pawed through the basket in delight. “I think this might work,” he 
agreed. 

Across from them, Sky smiled and reached out to hug her mother, 
silently grateful she had hers back. 

“What happened next?” asked Carina. “Come on. We’re anxious over 
here.” 

“We sent Kitten to explore,’ Henry said, “and hung out in that slave 
room until she brought Alex back. Good work, Kitten!” 

Kitten emerged from Crow’s pocket, her eyes sleepy. She smiled and 
arched her back. “Mewmewmew!” 

Fox opened his mouth and took a breath, and then glanced at Simber. He 
closed his mouth again and pointed his nose at the deck. 

“Before we go on to hear Florence’s story,” Alex said, “I have an 
unrelated question.” He noticed they were floating to the west, and that they 
were precariously close to where Pirate Island would appear when it next 
chose to surface. He felt strongly about getting out of there in case the 
pirates decided to come after them. But he didn’t necessarily want to lead 


the pirates toward Artimé if they did decide to come after them. Still, he 
knew everyone was tired, and he wanted to see how the Unwanteds were 
feeling. 

When Alex had everyone’s attention, he asked, “Is everyone set on 
heading home? We’re all present and in relatively good shape—except for 
Henry, of course, who is near death over there. But I guess I can’t think of 
anything else to do but head straight back to Artimé.” He lifted his 
eyebrows innocently. “Can you?” 

The thought of doing something else beyond the rescue hadn’t crossed 
anyone’s mind. They shrugged and looked about. “I guess we should just go 
home,” Sean said. “In case they need us.” But he sounded a little 
disappointed. 

Lani looked up. “They know how to send a seek spell if they need us. I 
think we should keep going west.” 

Samheed rolled his eyes. 

Alex had had quite enough of their obscure argument. “What is going on 
with you two?” 

They both began talking at once, so fast that neither one could be 
understood. 

“Stop!” Alex shouted. “Stop it!” 

They became silent. 

Alex shook his head at them, his mouth open to speak, but he had no 
words for their ridiculous behavior. They hadn’t fought like this since their 
early days in Artimé. 

“Ahem, ahem,” came a voice from the bow. “Excuse me, please.” 

Alex turned to look, glad for the distraction. It was Fox who had spoken. 
“What is it, Fox?” Alex asked. 

“There is another island. I saw it last night when the sun went down and 
the moon was rising. I wanted to howl, but as I am a cat, I would never do 
that.” 

“You’rrre not a cat,” Simber said to Fox through clenched teeth. 

Alex knew there was one more island in this direction. He looked up at 
Simber. “Can you see it?” 

“Yes, it’s therrre.” 

The fox licked his lips and resisted the urge to pant. 

From alongside the ship, Spike said, “That is where the squid went.” 


Alex rushed to the railing. “Really? I’ve been wondering about her 
crushed tentacle.” 

Spike looked up. “Oh, hello.” She paused, as if realizing something. 
“The Alex. You are finished with the coughing.” 

Alex grinned and saluted. “Hello again, Spike Furious. Yes. Thank you 
for saving me.” 

Spike considered that for a long moment. “Yes, and thank you as well.” 
She dove down and circled back. “The other big one went that way too, I 
think.” 

“What about the eel?” 

The whale frowned. “The eel moves around. It doesn’t live at the island. 
But the squid . . .” The whale trailed off, swimming just below the surface. 
“Oh no.” And then she sped up and jumped into the air, landing with a 
splash, and with a swish of her tail she was speeding to the west. 

Simber sampled the air and stared hard after the whale. “I’m going to 
follow herrr,” he said. “Something strrrange is happening.” 

Alex looked at Simber, who pumped his wings and flew off, following 
Spike. Fox stood at the bow of the ship, eyes like slits against the wind, and 
began yipping excitedly. Alex wasn’t sure what was happening, but he was 
very sure he didn’t want to miss it or go home, especially with two of 
Artimé’s finest creatures heading in the exact opposite direction. 

“Captain,” Alex said with a decisive air, “follow that whale.” 


The Tale of the Statue 


Captain Ahab couldn’t have been happier to take off after a whale. Sean 
helped the captain adjust the sails, and soon the pirate ship was sailing at a 
brisk clip, following Simber and Spike. After a time, Simber slowed and 
waited for the ship to catch up. 

Alex went to the stern of the ship, where he and Simber had often talked 
privately. Soon the cat pulled back even more until he was flying just over 
Alex’s head. Alex wasn’t sure if things were still off between them. He felt 
like they might be, and it troubled him greatly. 

“I can’t stand this anymore. I’m sorry, Simber,” Alex said, looking up. “I 
messed up. I should have known more about Florence—I got distracted, and 
I never thought to wonder about it. Can a giant warrior made of ebony 
swim? Does she breathe? I mean, I come from a very different world, where 
no one questions such things because they don’t exist. But I’ve been in 
Artimé long enough to know I have to think harder, and differently, and I 
need to act more .. . more responsibly now that I’m in charge of so much. 
And I will.” He thought again of Sky, and his heart twisted. “I will. Again, 
I’m sorry.” 

Florence, who was sitting near enough to hear, narrowed her eyes but 
remained quiet. 

The cheetah harrumphed a few times. “All rrright,” Simber said. He 
harrumphed again. 

“Is something stuck in your throat?” Florence asked him. She wore a 
stern look. “An apology, maybe? What happened here, anyway?” She 
looked at Alex. “What’s going on?” 

Alex shoved his hands in his robe pockets. “We— I didn’t know if you 
could swim. And I didn’t know if you needed to breathe in order to live. 
And I should have known that before we set out. If Pd known, I could have 
had Simber do something more to help you against that eel. We were so 
worried—” 

“Wait a second,” Florence said. She looked at Simber. “Both of you 
seem to have forgotten that I am the Magical Warrior instructor. I command 


our army. And I was fully aware of the risks I was taking. If I had needed or 
wanted help, I would have asked for it! That eel couldn’t hurt me, and I 
knew it. It was crucial—crucial, Simber, that you got everyone out of the 
water as quickly as possible, because that eel could hurt them.” She paused. 
“Pm a little bit angry that you didn’t trust me to know what I was doing.” 

“But you could have been stuck on the bottom of the ocean forrreverrr,” 
Simber muttered, clearly not happy about being called out. 

“You don’t think I can walk home just because I’m underwater? Simber, 
please.” Florence folded her arms. 

“You werrre in a cage until I rrrescued you.” 

“Come on. I could have broken that glass just as easily as you. I was 
waiting for you to carry out the mission first so I didn’t mess anything up!” 

Simber was completely silent. He glared out over the water. 

Alex sat very still, trying to disappear, as a few others overheard and 
edged a bit closer to hear the argument. 

“But, Florence, why didn’t you move at all?” Carina asked, skirting 
around the hole in the deck and joining in. “We thought you were dead.” 

Florence tilted her head. “I’m sorry. I considered that. I truly did. But 
think about it. If you lived in that underwater island and you saw something 
like me moving, wouldn’t that be a little bit alarming? Alarming enough to 
draw a lot of attention, and maybe have a band of pirates actually do 
something to me, and hinder your rescue efforts? I had to play statue so I 
didn’t look like a threat.” 

Carina nodded. “That makes sense.” 

Alex silently agreed. Florence was a brilliant warrior. She’d done what 
she had to do for the sake of the mission. She’d let the eel take her away to 
save the rest of them, and she was fully aware of her own capabilities. She 
was a hero. 

Florence turned to look at Alex. “I know you’re the mage, Alex,” she 
said, “and I will do whatever you command me to do. But I don’t expect 
you to know every detail about my abilities and my weaknesses. I expect 
you to trust me, as a leader of Artimé, to know what I’m capable of and to 
ask for help if I need it.” She glanced at Simber, who remained silent above 
them. “I know it’s hard when things like this happen. It’s painful. 
Sometimes we make sacrifices. Sometimes we lose dear friends whom we 
love deeply, and that makes us want to hold our other loved ones closer so 
we don’t lose them, too.” 


Lani glanced at Samheed, who stared stubbornly at the deck. Sky smiled 
at her mother and flicked away a tear. Carina’s face was melancholy as she 
gazed out over the sea toward home. Sean watched her for a moment, then 
looked away. 

Alex was silent. Florence didn’t take her eyes off Simber’s face. 

Finally Simber looked down at her. They held each other’s attention for a 
long moment. “Shut up, Florrrence,” grumbled the cat. 

Florence’s laughter rang out across the sea. 





Back to the Jungle 


Aaron had a hard time sleeping these days. Thoughts, ideas, and plans 
raced through his head. He hadn’t been this excited in a long time, yet he 
kept his penchants hidden from the intrusive Secretary. But now he had 
Liam living at the palace too, adding another watchful eye on the high 
priest’s daily activities. 

“Why not give Haluki’s house to Liam?” Secretary asked innocently one 
morning. “No one is using it.” 

“No,” Aaron said a little too quickly. He shifted in his chair. 

“But why? I don’t understand. You don’t even like Haluki.” 

“I despise him,” Aaron said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to give 
his house away. Besides, I don’t think Liam would want it after all the time 
he spent there.” 

Secretary sighed. “Well, that’s probably true.” 

“We’ll have one of the old governors removed. Liam can have their 
house.” 

Eva Fathom feigned confusion. “But not Haluki’s, which is already 
empty.” Then her face cleared. “Oh. Is this about the tube? I thought you 
destroyed it.” 

“The . . . the what? Oh, that,” Aaron said, trying to sound nonchalant. 
“Yes, well, I tried to destroy it, but it’s too big and solid. We certainly don’t 
want anyone living in that house with such a dangerous thing in it.” He 
paused. “And, by the way, the house was all wet inside the other day.” 

Eva appeared to be surprised. “You were there the other day?” 

“To try to destroy the tube.” 

“Oh, right. Wet? Did you say wet?” 

“Yes, the floor was wet, and water was dripping from the ceiling. I, um, I 
forgot about it until just now.” 

“Oh my. That’s very strange.” 

“Yes, isn’t it?” Aaron tapped his fingers on his desk. “Well then. Off 
with you. I’ve got a very busy day. Pll be gone for a bit, so don’t worry if 
you can’t find me.” 


Eva nodded and headed toward the door. “Strang and Liam are already 
out there handling complaints and taking in information from our good 
citizens today.” 

“Keep an eye on Gondoleery,” Aaron said. 

“If she shows up,” Eva said lightly. “Maybe we should consider keeping 
her in the palace.” She disappeared into the hallway, leaving Aaron alone. 

After a minute, Aaron opened his drawer, picked up the two heart attack 
spells, and put them in his pocket. He stood up and went to the window, 
wondering if anyone was hanging around the driveway. When he saw it was 
clear, he headed out of the palace, down the driveway, and past the guards 
at the portcullis, where a short line of Wanteds waited to tattle on their 
neighbors to the new governors in exchange for food. Aaron slowed, 
thanking them for coming to share their concerns or information. “You’re 
making Quill a safer place to be,” he said. He continued on down the road. 

As Eva Fathom went outside to call in the next visitors, she saw Aaron 
in the distance turning down the governors’ road. “Now what’s he up to?” 
she muttered. 

She went back inside and looked around Aaron’s desk, checking the 
drawers. “He took the heart attack spells? Whatever for?” She looked up 
toward the closet and called out in a soft voice, “Matilda.” 

The gargoyle peeked out. 

“Has Aaron been seen in Artimé?” 

Matilda shook her head. 

Eva frowned, then walked over to the gargoyle. She retied the bow 
around her horn and wiped some dust from her shoulders. “Poor thing, 
stuck in here all this time without Charlie. Are you holding up all right?” 

Matilda smiled and nodded. 

“I suppose it’s a bit easier for statues,” Eva admitted. “Anyway, tell 
Charlie that if Aaron shows up in Artimé today, to beware that he’s got 
heart attack spells in his pocket.” 

Matilda nodded once more and climbed back into the box in the closet 
where Aaron had dumped her and forgotten her long ago. 


DD « « 
Arriving in the jungle once more, Aaron stepped out of the tube. He didn’t 


see anyone at first, but soon he could just barely feel the earth vibrate below 
his feet, and when he turned, the enormous rock was right there. Aaron 


sucked in a startled breath. The rock’s ability to sneak up on him was 
uncanny. 

“Hello,” Aaron said. 

“Welcome back,” the rock replied in his soft, rumbling voice. “I’m 
surprised to see you so soon.” He seemed pleased. 

Aaron smiled. “I wanted to make sure Panther was all right.” 

“She’s fine.” 

Aaron started walking, venturing into the jungle down an obvious path 
that was just wide enough to fit an enormous moving rock. “And how are 
you?” 

“I—I suppose I’m well too.” He moved along with Aaron. “Would you 
like a tour?” 

“T think I have time,” Aaron said. He was dying for a tour, but he didn’t 
want to seem too eager. 

“Stay close to me, or your life could be in danger,” the rock said. 

“T will,” Aaron said. “But won’t everyone out here obey me?” 

“Not everyone.” 

“Not even if you tell them I’m the new head mage?” 

“No.” 

Aaron pursed his lips. He didn’t like hearing that. He fingered the heart 
attack spells in his pocket, which he’d brought along for protection even 
though he hadn’t thought he’d actually have to use them. Now he wasn’t so 
sure. “This really is a dangerous job, isn’t it?” 

The rock seemed to nod. “This path,” he said, “leads into the deepest, 
thickest part of the jungle, where no light can penetrate. The scorpion lives 
at the end of the path in a pitch-black cave of branches and vines.” He 
paused. “Don’t worry. We won’t be going that far.” 

Aaron slowed. “Um, we could turn around now if you like.” 

“In a moment. Just ahead is where Dog lives.” The rock pulled up to a 
small hollow in a large tree. 

Aaron looked inside. He didn’t see anything. Then slowly the outline of 
the dog appeared—it had blended in with the rich brown background of 
bark and dirt. The dog looked peaceful, sleeping there. But Aaron still had 
the teeth-size scabs on his arm to prove otherwise. 

The little dog opened one eye, saw Aaron, and jumped to his feet. His 
tail wagged. Aaron stepped back, but the dog didn’t attack. He barked a few 
times. 


“Hello again,” Aaron said. “Just passing through. I didn’t mean to wake 
you.” 

The dog’s pointy teeth gleamed. He barked again. 

“He’s happy to see you,” said the rock. 

“Oh,” Aaron said. “That’s nice.” He waved, and then felt stupid about 
waving, so he folded his arms over his chest. He really had no idea how to 
communicate with animals. Or... statues. Or people, for that matter. 

Aaron and the rock said good-bye to the dog and went back the way 
they’d come, toward the tube. When they reached the clearing, the rock 
switched directions and headed down another path. 

“Where does this one lead?” 

“This leads around the outside of the east wall of Quill. The only other 
way to access that end of the jungle from Quill is through the secret 
passage.” 

Aaron stopped in his tracks. “The . . . what?” 

“Marcus didn’t tell you about that either?” the rock thundered. 

“No.” 

“Well.” The rock stopped moving. “I’m sure he’s blocked it off by now. 
He always meant to.” He stayed still. “There’s not much down there, 
anyway.” Abruptly the rock turned, nearly running over Aaron’s toes to get 
to the clearing once more and travel down a third path. 

“This is the way to Artimé. It’s quite a long walk. My path takes you as 
far as a stream. You’d have to cross the stream and travel quite a distance to 
go the rest of the way.” 

“Where do you end up?” Aaron asked. 

The rock looked at Aaron for a long moment, and then he said in a 
skeptical voice, “Are you sure you’re qualified to be doing this job?” 

Aaron felt his face heat up. “Mr. Today died very suddenly,” he said, 
getting defensive. “He didn’t have time—” 

Just then a furry gray creature dropped from a nearby tree onto Aaron’s 
head. It bared its fangs and hissed. And then it chomped down hard on 
Aaron’s shoulder. Aaron screamed and fell to the ground. 





Aaron Hatches a Plan 


Release him!” the rock thundered. 

The furry gray creature paused mid-chomp. 

“Release!” screamed Aaron. Pain ripped through his shoulder, and he 
tried to shove the thing off of him. “Agh! Release!” He couldn’t think. 

The creature withdrew his fangs and hopped out of the way of Aaron’s 
flailing arms, ran down the path to the nearest tree, and scurried up it. 

Aaron flopped to his back in the dirt. “Ugh,” he cried out. “What was 
that?” He squirmed, gripping his shoulder. “Why does everything here have 
to stinking bite me all the time?” 

The top of the rock leaned over, peering at Aaron. “Are you okay?” 

“No, I’m not!” Aaron said. He rolled to his good shoulder and rested 
there for a minute before he got to his feet. “What was that thing?” he asked 
again. 

“That was actually not one of Marcus’s creations,” the rock rumbled. 
“There are a few of those around. Dropbears. They drifted to Artimé many, 
many years ago on some wreckage from a ship, or at least, that’s what I 
remember from Marcus’s story. But they are carnivores, so Marcus sent 
them here to the jungle. They’re quite cuddly and fun loving . . . if you’re 
not edible.” 

Aaron lifted his hand to check his shoulder. “At least it let go of me.” 

“Yes. The dropbears aren’t magical creatures, but Marcus did train them 
not to eat him by bringing them food.” 

“Perhaps you should have mentioned that to me last time,” Aaron 
grumbled. 

“Pm continually surprised at how little you know about us.” The rock’s 
cave-mouth closed. He rolled back to the clearing where the tube was. “You 
can clean your wound by the creek if you’d like.” 

“Sure, and wait for something else to attack me? I think I’d better go.” 
Aaron pressed his shirt against the puncture wounds. 

“Panther will be sorry she missed you. She’s rather taken a liking to you. 
I don’t think you’ll find her attacking you anytime soon. Your work on her 


tail has made her loyal to you. If she’d been here, she’d have put that 
dropbear out of commission.” 

Aaron looked up at the rock. “Really?” 

“Yes.” 

“Where is she now?” 

“Out hunting, I suppose.” 

“Oh.” Aaron looked at the rock. 

“I hope you’ll come back again.” 

Aaron didn’t quite know what to make of such language. Nobody he 
knew actually said such . . . such emotional things, or expressed themselves 
quite like this rock was doing. Well, besides Alex. To Aaron, it didn’t seem 
logical to hope anyone would do anything—did it? Either Aaron would 
come back or he wouldn’t, and the rock would have to be fine either way. 
Hope was a waste of time. 

“I will, I suppose.” Aaron’s shoulder throbbed, and his mind turned back 
to what the rock had said a moment before. “So, about Panther. You’re 
saying she’d attack others if they seemed like they were trying to hurt me?” 

“I think so, yes. But I don’t know her thoughts.” 

A new idea was forming in Aaron’s mind. “Actually, yes,” he said 
slowly, “Pll definitely be back. Soon. Tell Panther Pd like to see her. Pd 
like that very much.” 


The Apology 


Those who needed sleep slept. Those who didn’t need sleep spent the hours 
conversing quietly or contemplating in silence. Namely, Simber. 

In the morning, when Alex awoke, Simber approached. 

“Will you come for a rrride with me?” Simber asked, his voice more 
gruff than usual. 

Alex resisted the urge to say, “I thought you’d never ask,” and instead 
played along with Simber’s game, knowing the proud cat found it extremely 
difficult to admit failures of any sort, even the smallest kind. He climbed 
aboard, and the two of them soared ahead of the ship. 

Alex could see the new island in the distance, and it gave him a little 
thrill of fear and excitement. The island had a deep red outline. It was 
almost perfectly rounded, like a soup bowl floating upside down on the 
water. Trees grew on it, taller and more concentrated in the center. 

“Tt looks quite nice from this far off, doesn’t it?” Alex ventured after a 
bit. 

“It does,” agreed Simber. “Therrre’s something odd about it. I haven’t 
figurrred it out quite yet, though.” 

“Odd how?” 

Simber didn’t speak at first, and then he said, “Odd like Warrrblerrr, 
when we rirealized therrre was no sound.” He paused again. “It’s not that, 
though. I can alrrready hearrr things. Bits of things. Nothing clearrrly, of 
courrrse.” 

“Life?” 

“Yes.” 

Alex nodded. He could see Spike a short distance ahead of them, her 
spike cutting through the water. She hadn’t let up her pace, and Alex had a 
feeling she could go much faster if she wanted to. He was so glad they’d 
found each other once again. It was interesting to see how she learned 
things. 

“What do you think of Spike?” Alex asked after a bit. 

“She’s verrry smarrrt,” Simber said. He clamped his jaw shut. 


Alex felt the cat tense underneath him. “Yes, she seems to be picking up 
on things at lightning speed.” He frowned, puzzled by the cat’s reaction to 
the question. “I imagine she’ll be a big help to us in the future,” he 
continued. 

Simber was silent. Alex could see him working his jaw. 

“I would have told you more about her, really,” Alex offered. 
“Eventually. I felt foolish, is all. About bringing her to life and losing her 
immediately.” 

“Its not a prrroblem,” Simber said. “You don’t have to tell me 
everrrything about yourrr plans.” 

“I almost always do, though,” Alex said. He had no idea what was 
happening with this conversation. Simber seemed almost hostile. 

“Well, now you won’t have to.” 

“What?” Alex exclaimed. 

“I assume you intend to rrreplace me.” 

Alex nearly fell off the giant cat’s back. “Don’t be insane!” he cried. He 
flung his arms around the giant statue’s neck and held on. “Simber, you’ve 
gone completely bonkers if you think I would ever want to replace you! Is 
that what you’ve been thinking?” 

Simber growled, but his neck and back relaxed a bit. “It crrrossed my 
mind.” 

Alex closed his eyes and held the beast, pressing his cheek against the 
smooth stone of his neck. “Oh, Simber,” he said in a quiet voice. “I 
wouldn’t want to live without you by my side. You’re my best friend. I... I 
love you.” 

Simber was silent as they soared through the air toward the red island. 
After a while, he cleared his throat and said in the gruffest voice Alex had 
ever heard, “I’m sorrry about the way I trrreated you.” The cat swallowed 
hard. “I was wrrrong to speak to you that way in frrront of everrryone. I 
won’t do that again.” 

A smile tugged at the corner of Alex’s mouth. He knew how hard it was 
for Simber to say that. He stroked the cheetah’s neck. 

“And... ,” Simber said. 

Alex waited a beat. “And?” he prompted. 

“And... I love you, too. Harrrumph!” 

Alex’s smile spread across his face. 


The Island of Legends 


When Spike began to jump through the water, Simber turned his ears 
toward her. A moment later, he slowed. “Hang on,” he said to Alex. 

Alex hung on. Simber swooped around and headed back toward the ship. 
“Ease up, Ahab,” Simber called out. 

The captain adjusted the sails and the ship began to slow. 

To Alex, Simber said, “Spike noticed something strrrange about the 
island too. We’rrre going to apprrroach with caution.” 

“Good call,” Alex said. “Did she say what was strange about it? I can’t 
hear what she’s saying.” 

Simber swooped down near Spike so that Alex could speak to the whale 
directly. 

“Spike, what’s happening?” Alex asked. 

“Tt is moving.” 

“What is? The island?” 

“Yes. But not up and down like other islands do.” 

Alex squinted at the island, which wasn’t far off now. “Simber, do you 
notice that?” 

“Pd thought it as well but wasn’t surrre. It’s verrry slow, like it’s 
floating. It’s just . . . strrrange.” 

They continued on. Spike disappeared beneath the surface to check 
things out from below, while Simber and Alex flew back to the ship to 
update the others. As the ship drew close to shore, they could begin to see 
details on the lush plants and trees growing both on the mainland and also 
along twin reefs that jutted out into the water. The reefs formed a large 
lagoon where the water was calm. Captain Ahab guided the ship into the 
calm water. 

Soon Spike surfaced alongside the ship. “The squid is here. He’s in a lot 
of pain.” 

Carina looked over the railing. “I can help him.” She glanced at at Alex. 
“Ts it all right if I go?” 


Alex knit his brows together, thinking. He was extremely wary about this 
island, based on his past experiences with the other islands. But Spike was 
there. “Spike,” Alex called. 

The whale surfaced. 

“T want you to stay close to Carina, and if we retreat, I want you to take 
her and follow us right way.” 

“And me,” Sean said. “I’d like to go too.” 

Alex nodded. “That’s fine. You guys see if you can help out the squid. 
I’m going to take a team on shore. If you see any danger, get out of there.” 

“Aye, aye, boss,” Sean said. 

The squirrelicorns lifted Sean and Carina and lowered them to Spike’s 
back. 

“Hold on. We can zoom together. The Alex made me very fast,” Spike 
explained. 

Sean and Carina exchanged amused looks and grabbed on. Soon they 
and Spike disappeared. 

Alex turned his back to the island and surveyed the group that remained, 
looking first to the injured. “Ms. Octavia, Lani, Henry, Copper, you’re 
staying here. Sky and Crow, now that you have your mother back, you’re 
not allowed to risk your lives for at least a week, so you stay too.” 

Sky didn’t smile. She didn’t even look at Alex. 

He hurried on with his announcements. “Squirrelicorns, stay put for now. 
Ahab will stay with the ship as usual. So who . . . ,” he said slowly, as if he 
were thinking very hard, “am I going . . .-—-Fox scrabbled to his feet—“to 
bring with me?” Alex gazed at the remaining Artiméans. 

Fox began hopping, one front leg raised. 

Alex pretended not to see him. “Let’s see, so that leaves Samheed, 
Kitten, Simber.. .” 

The fox hopped higher. 

“And Florence.” 

Fox deflated. 

Alex grinned. “And Fox, of course.” 

The fox beamed. 

Simber rolled his eyes. “Perrrhaps Pl sit this one out.” 

“Alex,” Samheed interrupted. “Everybody. Check it out.” He pointed to 
land, where the sea monster from the Pirate Island aquarium was climbing 


onto the sandy shore. Her short, stout legs and flippers made her waddle 
from side to side as she walked. 

“So she’s a land monster too,” Alex mused. “She looks a little like a 
girrino, only with shorter legs and no fur.” 

“And her face is more horselike,” Lani added. 

Alex didn’t really know what a horse looked like—he’d only ridden on 
invisible ones. But he took Lani’s word for it. And he hoped the monster 
was friendly. 

As Alex and the others went about planning the safest way to visit the 
island, Carina and Sean surfaced for air. Spike circled around, her spike 
catching the light and sparkling as she turned. 

“We’re getting the squid’s tentacle all fixed up,” Carina reported. 

“Spike talked to the squid a bit more,” Sean said. “I guess the eel has 
been terrorizing all the water creatures who live around this island.” 

“All the water creatures?” Alex asked. “Are there more than just the 
squid and the sea monster?” 

“There are a few more,” Carina said. “And some land creatures too. 
We’re trying to get the scoop. But the important thing is that this island 
seems to be safe for us to approach—especially since we saved two of its 
inhabitants.” 

“Yeah,” added Sean, “Spike saw the sea monster and told her that you 
guys were going ashore, so she went ahead to tell some guy named Talon 
that you’re friendly.” 

Alex felt a surge of excitement. It was a relief knowing there were some 
nice places out here. And people, too? He couldn’t wait to meet this Talon 
guy. 

Carina and Sean went back underwater to work on the squid some more, 
and Alex had Ahab swing the ship around and pull up along the reef so that 
Florence could get out. 

As the small group disembarked and Florence carefully stepped one foot 
out of the ship, something glinting in the sun caught her eye. She looked up. 

Standing on the shore was a gorgeous, shirtless giant. He had wings on 
his back. And he was made entirely of bronze. 

Florence gasped. Her foot clipped the edge of the ship. She lost her 
balance and fell, grabbing on to the reef with one hand as her lower half hit 
the water. 


Without a second’s hesitation, the reef curled around her. The end of it 
opened up like a giant claw. It grabbed Florence around the waist, lifted her 
up into the air, and set her effortlessly on the shore next to the man. 

The bronze man observed Florence for a moment, and then he bowed 
before her and offered his hand. “Greetings, beautiful stranger,” he said in a 
deep, musical voice. “I am Talon. Welcome to the shell of Karkinos the 
crab, known to some as the Island of Legends.” 





A Brief Respite 


Once Florence had gotten hold of her senses, she introduced herself, Alex, 
Samheed, Fox, Kitten, and Simber to Talon. 

As they were greeting each other the sea-and-land monster from the 
Pirate Island cage waddled over to Talon’s side. “This is Issie,” Talon said. 
He reached out his enormous hand and scritched her long neck. Issie 
bobbed her head in greeting and continued walking to the edge of the 
island. She slid into the water, her head above the surface, the humps on her 
back rippling as she emitted a mesmerizing, forlorn call, looking this way 
and that. 

“What’s wrong with her?” Alex asked in a hushed voice. 

Talon gazed after the beast. “She’s looking for her foal.” 

Fox hopped. “Kitten and I can help her look for it.” 

Talon looked down at the fox, a sad smile on his face. “That’s very kind, 
but I doubt yov’ll find it. Issie has been looking for her foal for quite a long 
time.” 

“How long?” Florence asked. “Was it captured by the eel as well?” 

Talon turned his gaze to Florence and made no attempt to hide his 
admiration of her sleek muscles. “No It’s been seven hundred years,” he 
said. 

Alex and Samheed exchanged a glance. Was this guy joking? They 
didn’t think so. And what was the deal with the crab? 

Simber walked gingerly over the island, sniffing and checking things 
out. The colossal crab was obviously alive but had clearly been here for a 
very long time, floating on the sea. Its shell and its claws—the twin reefs— 
were covered with sand and plants and trees, though the deep red color of 
the crab’s shell dominated along the edge of it. 

Suddenly Simber growled and crouched, his ears flattened against his 
head. 

Alex whirled around, pulling components from his robe. “What is it?” he 
said. 


From behind a clump of trees came two majestic creatures. A furry white 
lioness with blue accents, who seemed to be floating just above the ground, 
and a white deer with stunning golden horns. 

Talon held his hand out to Simber and Alex. “We are peaceful here, 
friends,” he said. “We wish no harm to anyone who comes here. May I 
introduce Lhasa the snow lion? She is our queen. And this is Bock.” 

“Hello,” Lhasa said. She smiled brightly. Bock was silent, but he nodded 
politely. 

Alex greeted the creatures with caution. Simber remained skeptical. 
“Wherrre artre yourrr enemies?” Simber asked. “Surrrely you have some.” 

Talon smiled. “Our enemies are all dead except for one.” 

Lhasa stepped around some delicate-looking plants and made her way 
toward the Artiméans. She hovered just above the sand nearby, content to 
observe. 

“Dead?” Simber’s interest was piqued. 

“We killed them,” Talon said matter-of-factly, as if he were describing 
what he ate for breakfast. 

“I see,” Simber said. He rose from his crouched position and sat. “And 
the one?” 

“You’ve met him. The eel. He eludes us. I’ve chopped his tail off twice, 
the slimy worm, but he simply grows it back. He’s caused quite a lot of 
grief for our sea creatures.” 

“Then it seems we shartre an enemy.” 

“Indeed. Which is why we ought to be friends.” 

Ever cautious, Simber kept his guard up. “Perrrhaps.” 

Talon turned to Alex. “Issie and the squid were gone for many weeks. 
We feared the worst. But Issie tells me your group saved her.” 

“Simber did, actually,” Alex said modestly. “And Spike, our whale 
friend.” He turned to look out to sea, feeling a bit uneasy. “Spike stabbed 
the eel, but it got away.” 

“Tt nearly capsized our ship,” Florence said. 

“Florence saved all of us that time,” Samheed said. 

“T do not doubt it,” Talon said. 

If Florence could blush, she most likely would have. 

Lhasa the snow lion, rose to her feet. “We would like to thank you for 
rescuing our friends. Won’t you all come explore—your injured friends 
too?” She pointed to the ship, where Henry, Lani, Sky, Crow, and Copper 


all stood watching them. “We shall prepare a feast to celebrate the return of 
Issie and the squid.” 

Alex looked at Simber. Simber raised an eyebrow at Florence. Florence 
nodded. 

“We'd love that,” Alex said. “Thank you.” 


DD « « 


Within the hour, everyone except Ahab was either resting in the shade on 
the edge of the crustaceous island or preparing to explore the various paths. 
Ahab desired to remain with the ship, which was really better for everyone, 
Alex decided. Sean and Carina had finished working on the squid and were 
thrilled to catch their breath and enjoy a cool drink. 

Lani, who was feeling quite good now, joined Samheed, and thankfully 
they refrained from arguing. They stood beside Alex and Simber in front of 
Talon and waited for instructions. 

“If you reach Vido the golden rooster,” Talon said, “perched high in the 
tallest tree, you will know you are at the center of the island. Beware of 
dropbears when walking through the most forested parts of the island,” he 
told them. “They won’t hurt you, but they might frighten you. They like to 
play tricks.” 

“Dropbears?” Lani asked under her breath. “Now I can’t wait. Let’s go!” 

“What are dropbears?” Samheed whispered back. 

“I have no idea, but they sound adorable. I bet they’re tiny little bears.” 

“Drop-size?” 

Lani smirked. “Exactly. Or at least I hope so.” 

“If you see the hibagon, try not to stare or you might fall in love,” Talon 
said with a smile. “He’s about Lani’s height. Brown fur. Kind of . . . blurry.” 

“Blurrry?” Simber asked. 

“Not in focus,” Talon said. “You’ll see what I mean if he makes an 
appearance. It’s hard to describe. But for the most part he keeps to himself. 
You’ll smell him well before you see him.” Talon looked around. “Does 
anyone have any questions?” 

They all did, but no one voiced them, preferring to find out the answers 
for themselves. 





The Tale of Talon 


While half the Artiméans explored the Island of Legends, the other half 
rested on the beach near the lagoon. Florence, who could see quite a bit of 
the island just by standing, opted to check in with Spike, who had been 
Swimming around the lagoon chatting with Issie in a language Florence 
couldn’t understand. 

“Any sign of the eel?” Florence asked. 

“No. How did you come back to life?” 

“What? Oh. I wasn’t dead. I was just pretending to be.” 

“Oh. Why does Issie have legs and I do not have legs?” 

Florence blinked. “You’ll have to ask Alex. But you do have a very 
lovely spike on your head.” 

“I did not know that until I ran into the glass wall.” 

“You can’t see it?” 

The whale scrunched up her face, eyes crossing to get a look at the spike. 
“No, but I saw it in the glass after I hit it. Where is the Alex?” 

“He’s exploring the island.” 

“This island is alive, you know. It is named crab. It is much, much bigger 
than the squid.” 

Florence smiled. “I noticed that.” 

“The shiny man is behind you.” 

“What?” Florence whirled around, hands in the air and ready to fight or 
cast any number of spells. 

Talon held up his hands and took a step back in defense. “My humble 
apologies, Lady Florence,” he said. “I didn’t want to interrupt your 
conversation. The whale is very beautiful. I haven’t seen anything like it.” 

“Thank you,” said Spike. She darted away. 

Florence held her pose for a moment and lowered her fists. “Sorry.” 

Talon smiled warmly. “I believe you must be a tremendous warrior. I’ll 
have to tell the dropbears that it wouldn’t be wise for them to drop down on 
your head.” 


“If they know what’s good for them, they’ll steer clear,” Florence 
agreed. 

Talon sat down, folding his wings in closely. He didn’t seem to use them 
much. 

Florence hesitated, and then sat next to him. “What is your role here?” 
she asked. “You seem to be in charge, though you called Lhasa the queen.” 

“No one has any more power than anyone else here. I like to think that I 
am the protector of the island,” he said. “I... I look after Karkinos. For 
now, anyway.” 

“The crab,” Florence said, remembering. “I suppose a crab so large must 
need a lot to eat.” 

“The squid helps.” 

“Does the squid have a name?” 

“I would imagine so, but I don’t know what it is.” 

“Why would he help the crab at all? Two large carnivores seem like 
they’d be unlikely allies.” 

“Yes,” Talon agreed, “but the island offers vegetation that grows over the 
side, attracting fish. The crab’s claws offer protection from the eel. The crab 
allows the squid to stay protected if the squid brings it food. As long as the 
crab survives, the squid survives.” 

“Unless the squid moves too far away from the crab’s claws and gets 
captured.” 

“A mistake he’s not likely to make again, after what he’s been through.” 

Florence drew her knees up and clasped her arms around them. “And 
what about Issie? You said she’s been searching for her foal for seven 
hundred years.” 

“At least,” said Talon. “That’s about when she arrived here. She might 
have been searching before.” 

“Where did she come from?” 

“We don’t know. Our communication is limited. She says she’s from 
another world. Perhaps she means another island. Could she be from yours? 
She came during a storm.” 

“I—I don’t think so. We are all very young compared to you and Issie 
and Karkinos.” 

Talon gazed out over the water. His face was troubled. “Sometimes I 
think Karkinos was here before the sea.” 


His simple, profound words made Florence feel things she’d never felt 
before. She didn’t notice his troubled look. “And you?” she asked. “Have 
you always been here?” 

“As long as I can remember. One day I woke up here, saved by the crab 
as you were, though being alone and without a ship, I imagine my 
circumstances were a bit more dire.” He ducked his head. “Not to minimize 
your near-tragic stumble, of course.” 

Florence laughed. “If that was the worst I’d been through, I’d have no 
stories to tell.” 

“Even if you made them up, Pd listen to all your stories until there were 
no more, and then demand you begin again.” 

“I— Oh my.” Florence shifted in the sand, her mind grasping for 
something, anything, to say. She blurted out, “How long have you been 
here?” 

He flashed a teasing smile but grew serious once more. “I don’t know. 
Thousands of years.” 

Florence could hardly imagine it. “Thousands,” she repeated. 

Talon nodded. “It’s nice to have visitors.” 

Florence looked at him. He caught her gaze and held it. 

“Do you get many visitors?” she asked finally. 

“Only a handful in recent years.” His gaze drifted to Pirate Island, a 
mere dot on the horizon. “Pirates came a few times. They stole some of our 
plants and trees during the night and escaped.” He scratched his chin. “If 
only they had asked, we would have given them whatever they wanted. We 
have more than we need. There was no reason for their stealth. But because 
of their actions, we’ll never trust them.” He looked at the pirate ship. “I 
feared you were from there when I first saw your ship.” 

“This ship wrecked on our island some years ago with two dying pirates 
aboard,” Florence said. “Our leader restored it and made it sound again.” 

“Alex?” 

“No, the one before him.” She grew thoughtful. “Do you suppose we’ve 
stolen the ship from the pirates if we’ve made no attempt to give it back?” 

Talon thought about it for a while. “Sounds rather to me that your ship 
was trying to escape them. My verdict is that you’ve done the ship a good 
deed.” 

“Pd like to think so,” Florence said. She couldn’t imagine what shape 
the ship would be in if it had stayed docked at Pirate Island when the 


volcano sank. “The pirates—they steal people too, and keep them as slaves. 
That’s why we had to pay them a visit. And now they’re stealing your sea 
creatures.” 

“So it seems, and I know not why. From what you’ve recounted, it 
appears the eel is under their command.” He shook his head. “I don’t 
understand their motivations.” 

“I don’t either.” She thought about Quill and Warbler. “I don’t 
understand many things about the evil people in our world.” 

“T can tell you’ve seen more of them than I have, Florence. I hope you 
believe me—you have nothing to fear here.” 

Florence dropped her gaze. “It’s a relief to know it. And you have 
nothing to fear from us . . . unless your sinister dropbears make a false 
move.” She smiled and looked out over the sea to the east, toward home, 
feeling strangely melancholy. “We’ll need to go back soon. We won’t 
trouble you for long.” 

Talon was silent for a long time. And then he sighed and said in a soft 
voice, “Never have I desired trouble more.” 


The Tales of Vido, the Dropbears, and 
Lhasa 


He’s so hot!” Lani whispered. “Seriously—I almost burned my arm when I 
bumped into him. I thought Florence was hot after a day in the sun, but 
Talon, being metallic, is even hotter. I bet he sizzles when he goes in the 
water.” Lani, Samheed, Alex, and Sky sat around a campfire while Talon 
served them dinner. 

“I can fry an egg on my biceps,” Talon agreed. “Would anyone like an 
egg? I can ask Vido if his hen friends have any.” Then he shook his head in 
disgust. “Chickens,” he said. “Foul creatures. I don’t understand them at 
all.” 

Sky and Lani erupted into laughter. “No, thank you. We’re so full 
already. Everything was delicious!” 

“And speaking of Vido,” Samheed asked, “what is up with that golden 
rooster guy? Does he ever come down from that tree?” 

“No, he never does,” said Lhasa, a mischievous smile on her face. She 
float-walked over to the fire and sat just above the ground nearby. Florence, 
Simber, and Bock, the golden-horned deer, gathered as well. “Vido doesn’t 
leave his post. He’s waiting for the gods and spirits to return.” Lhasa 
waggled her furry head. “I keep telling him we are here already, right, 
Talon?” She tittered in laughter. 

Talon, who had finished serving his guests, sat down across the fire from 
Florence and smiled at her. “Yes. In the meantime, he has plenty of advice, 
whether you desire it or not.” 

Alex spoke. “He told me that when I look in the mirror, a stranger looks 
back.” He scratched his head. “I’m afraid to ask what that means.” 

Sky sat up. “He told me a girl with eyes of fire has a heart of ice.” She 
gave Alex a long look. “So don’t mess with me.” 

He grinned uneasily. 

Talon watched all this with a smile on his face. “I wouldn’t worry about 
anything Vido says.” 


“He opined that a beast without furrr has narrry an hourrr to live,” 
Simber drawled. “I told him that a birrrd without featherrrs has about ten 
seconds.” He licked his paw and began working a claw with his teeth. “That 
shut him up.” 

The snow lion laughed. “He’s harmless. Very spiritual and superstitious.” 

“I don’t blame him forrr finding the tallest trrree to sit in, though. I 
almost had a few drrropbearrrs for lunch.” 

Florence grinned. “What happened? What do they look like?” 

“They’re not tiny,” Samheed said with a wry grin. “About the size of a 
really fat baby. They look soft and cuddly. Gray and white and furry with 
long arms, cute round ears, and black button noses. They sit in the trees 
eating leaves and being all cute—cute enough that you think, ‘Hey, I should 
get one of these down for the girl I like, and maybe she’ll forget we’re 
fighting.” He glanced at Lani, who started laughing. “But I do not 
recommend that.” 

Florence’s eyes widened. “What happened?” 

“As soon as he started climbing the tree,” Alex said, “about a hundred of 
these things started dropping out of nowhere onto our heads. They grabbed 
our hair like reins and rode on our backs like knapsacks. They clung to our 
arms and legs until we were completely covered with them.” 

“And then there were the fangs,” Lani said, still laughing. “If we tried to 
get the dropbears off, they opened their mouths and showed us their giant 
fangs, and then they started growling and hissing! It was so weird to see 
these cuddly-looking creatures turn into your worst nightmare.” She wiped 
her eyes and sighed. “But you were right, Talon. They didn’t hurt us. After 
a while they got bored and climbed the trees again.” 

“Where did they come from?” Florence asked. 

“They were here when I got here,” Talon said. “None of us understands 
their language, but they seem to understand me, at least a little. In the early 
years, when it was just Vido and me, they would attack and try to bite me, 
but it didn’t hurt and eventually they stopped. I think it has something to do 
with the metal,” he said, rapping on his chest. “It’s a bit hard on the teeth. 
They are tame now and stick to eating plants. Too afraid to try to take a bite 
of anything that moves.” 

Alex was fascinated. After a moment, he looked at Lhasa. “When did 
you arrive?” 


“T was born here,” the snow lion said. “My father was kidnapped by 
sailors, and my mother drowned chasing after them.” She didn’t seem 
bothered by this. “Talon was too heavy for the sailors to carry, so they tied 
him down. The dropbears bit through Talon’s ropes and set him free, and 
Talon found me and took care of me.” 

“How is it that you seem to float just above the ground?” Ms. Octavia 
asked from the shadows. She didn’t like to sit too near a fire because it 
dried out her skin. 

The snow lion laughed merrily. “I should ask the same of you.” 

“Oh, me—it’s just an optical illusion,” Ms. Octavia said. “I sort of roll 
along on several tentacles, but each only touches the ground for a short 
time, so it looks like I’m floating.” 

“I have always been this way.” Lhasa lounged to one side dramatically. 
“Talon says it is because I am a queen, but Vido thinks it is because my 
mother’s spirit is inside me, lifting me up.” Her laughter filled the air again. 

“And who do you believe?” Ms. Octavia asked. 

“Both, of course.” She got to her four paws and shook a tiny bit of sand 
out of her fur. “One day I shall get revenge on those sailors.” She smiled the 
Sweetest, most unassuming smile imaginable and, seeing all eyes on her, 
pranced to the edge of the island. “I shall thunder around the world! Skate 
across the sea! Find those evil sailors and bring my father home with me!” 
She teetered at the edge of the island, then flounced over the water and 
hovered there, too, not even getting the least bit wet in the process. “Ha! 
Tricked you.” She grinned and shook her head from side to side, her fur 
flying joyously. 

“Wow!” Lani said. “You can float above the water, too? Ms. Octavia 
can’t do that.” She looked at Ms. Octavia. “Wait. You can’t, can you?” 

Ms. Octavia tapped her lips. “I might be able to think of a way to do it 
with magic,” she said. “But no . . . if I walk off the edge, I’ll fall in the 
water.” 

Samheed, who couldn’t take his eyes off the snow lion, felt like 
applauding. He ran over to the edge. “You were born to act on the stage, 
Lhasa,” he said, with the deepest admiration in his voice. 

“The stage, the stage,” Lhasa sang. She pranced over the water. “What is 
the sta—” 

But she didn’t have time finish her question, because the giant eel burst 
from the water, curled around her belly, and pulled her under. 


The Return of the Eel 


What? Stop!” Talon’s wings unfurled, and he flew like the wind to the 
water, his hands gripping his head in shock and disbelief. “Where is she?” 

Samheed, who had come to his senses, turned back to the group and 
shouted, “It’s the eel! Get back!” He ran to help Henry and Copper move 
away from the edge. 

Florence and Simber thundered over. Sean and Carina kicked off their 
shoes and dove into the water. Alex whipped off his robe, throwing it at 
Lani. “Stay here!” he yelled. “Move everybody to the center of the island!” 

The crab’s reefy claws began clicking out in the darkness. 

“Get back, Alex!” Simber roared. 

But Alex didn’t listen. He grabbed a blinding highlighter and dove in 
after Sean and Carina into the cool, silent darkness of the sea. Above him, 
Florence plunged her face into the water, and next to her, Talon did as well, 
both of them straining to see. 

The eel wasn’t far off. Alex did a double take—the eel seemed much 
bigger than it had been before, nearly twice the size. Was it even the same 
one? If so, it must have been eating a ton to have grown so large. It swam 
lazily just below the crab’s reach, with Lhasa dangling like a rag doll inside 
the curl of its tail. There wasn’t much time before she’d be dead, Alex 
knew. He began firing spells, knowing they probably wouldn’t work but not 
having many other alternatives. Sean and Carina tried the same, but soon all 
three of them gave up. Their only hope was to get Lhasa to the surface, and 
there was no spell for that. 

Sean pointed frantically at Lhasa and then upward, trying to tell Carina 
and Alex to go to her and attempt to push the eel’s tail above the water. 
They nodded and swam over while Sean grabbed a blinding highlighter and 
went straight for the eel’s head. 

The eel struck. Sean dodged, then grabbed on to the creature, sliding 
around to the back of the eel’s head. He reached around with the highlighter 
and stabbed it in the eel’s eye socket. 


The eel writhed and screamed. Sean hung on for dear life. The crab 
snapped its pincers at the eel, but it was still out of reach. Alex and Carina 
watched in horror as Sean stabbed at the creature again. 

This time the eel dodged the blow. It rose up and out of the water at a 
dizzying pace, Sean still clinging to its head, and flung its front half onto 
the island. It began twisting and rolling, hitting everything in its path, 
destroying plants, trees, and the campfire, and bowling over Simber and 
Florence. 

Talon grabbed the middle of the eel, draped it over one shoulder, and 
heaved with all his might, trying to pull it onto the island, no doubt hoping 
to find Lhasa at the end of it. As the eel squirmed, Talon pulled, using his 
wings to help gain momentum. Florence got to her feet and ran to join him. 
But as soon as the eel lifted Lhasa out of the water, it let go of her, leaving 
her floating motionless just above the surface several yards off shore. 
Simber charged and sprang into the air, flying out over the water to rescue 
Lhasa. He grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and flew up, out of reach of 
the eel, then over the trees toward the center of the island. 

The eel whipped its now empty tail around Talon, pulled him off his feet, 
and slithered over plants and trees, screeching and rolling, and slamming 
Talon into the ground. 

Sean couldn’t hang on any longer. After a violent shake of the eel’s head, 
he let go and went flying through the air, landing with a sickening thud. 

Simber returned from dropping off Lhasa, shouting, “Spike! Find Alex!” 
He lunged at the eel, sinking his claws into the slippery skin, while Florence 
grabbed on to its head, trying to hold the creature still. But the eel slipped 
out of her grasp and knocked her over. 

Dangling in the air, wrapped in the eel’s tail, Talon managed to pull his 
sword from his belt. With all his strength he struck the eel, slicing clean 
through it. The eel screeched as its tail fell to the ground with Talon still 
wrapped inside. 

The eel began to flail even more, rolling and twisting its way toward the 
center of the island, bucking Simber off and swatting Florence aside. 

Talon, stunned from the fall, fumbled free of the still squirming tail and 
bounded after the creature. The tail wiggled its way to the water’s edge and 
fell into the sea. 

In the water, Spike rushed to the shore, towing Carina and Alex, 
breathless and trying to figure out what was happening. 


“Holy smokes!” Carina yelled. “The eel is on the island. It’s destroying 
everything!” 

They pulled themselves ashore and ran toward the horrendous noise. 

When they reached the destruction, all they could do was watch in 
horror. The eel had twisted around, and with a violent slap, it sent Simber 
soaring into the air once more. Simber came roaring back, his jaw not quite 
wide enough to grip the thicker parts of the beast, and his claws doing little 
to stop the eel from terrorizing everyone in its path. 

The slimy creature batted Simber away and lunged at Talon, grabbing 
the bronze man in its mouth as it snaked its severed end around Florence, 
rolling her up in it. She managed to free her hands just as Talon began to 
push up on the eel’s jaw, trying to pull his body free. 

The eel screeched. Suddenly a bright, blinding light sparked all around. 
Talon cried out in pain, his entire body lighting up like a fireball. Smoke 
poured from around his body. Florence shuddered with the jolt of 
electricity, unable to move. When it was over, she reached behind her and 
pulled an arrow from her quiver and the mighty bow from her shoulder. 

“Talon!” Florence yelled. 

As the eel shook her all around, Florence painstakingly nocked the arrow 
and waited until the eel had curled her around to face its head once more. 
When it did, she drew back the arrow and aimed. “Talon, don’t move!” 

She released the shot with a powerful thwack that resonated across the 
island. Florence’s arrow soared straight and true, missing Talon’s neck by 
inches and burying itself deep between the eel’s eyes. 

The eel’s scream died in its throat. 

With a loud crash, its head flopped to the ground, throwing Talon hard 
into the brush. The severed end followed, slamming Florence into a copse 
of trees. 

On the second impact, there was a thunderous snap of tree trunks, 
followed by an eerie silence. The eel quivered and was still. And then a 
hundred dropbears descended onto the creature and covered it. 





The First Life of Lhasa 


Alex, Carina, and Simber rushed to where Florence lay on top of several 
felled trees. One arm and her bow rested a short distance away. Alex and 
Carina scrambled onto the tree trunks and ran along them to Florence’s side. 

“Florence, you did it!” Alex shouted. “You got the eel!” 

“Are you okay?” Carina asked. 

Simber pushed gently on the trees from the other end and peered at 
Florence’s face. “Florrrence?” He wore a look of concern. 

Florence stared up at the sky. She turned her head gingerly from side to 
side and checked the joints and fingers of her still attached arm. Then she 
sat up and looked down at her other shoulder. “Well, that’s a bit 
inconvenient. Not as bad as when my legs got lopped off at the knees, 
though. Pl manage.” 

“Can I give you a hand out of that trrree?” Simber asked. 

“Har har, Cat,” Florence said. She eased up to a sitting position, 
checking her quiver first to make sure she hadn’t lost any arrows, and then 
her back, her legs, and her feet. “I think I’m all in two pieces.” 

She grasped Simber’s neck and he helped pull her to her feet. “I got ’im 
good, eh, Alex?” she said with a grin. 

“Right between the eyes,” Alex said. “I’ve never seen you use your bow 
before.” 

“T only have one quiver of magical arrows. Once they’re spent, they lose 
their magic. So I only use them if I really, really need them.” She looked 
around, worried. “Is everyone else okay?” 

She heard a step behind her and whirled around to see Talon coming 
toward them. “You used a precious arrow for my sake,” the bronze giant 
said, his voice full of wonder, but it turned to despair when he saw her 
missing limb. “And you’ve lost an arm—” He clapped his hand to his head 
in horror. 

“Don’t worry,” Florence assured him, “it doesn’t hurt, and Octavia can 
fix it.” She looked at Simber. “Besides, we have bigger things to worry 
about. Where’s Lhasa?” 


“T left herrr with Lani and Sky in the centerrr of the island.” 

“Was she . . . alive?” Talon asked fearfully. “Oh, how foolish .. .” He 
began to run toward the center of the island, not waiting for an answer. 

Florence looked at Simber. 

“Go,” Simber said. “We’ll get yourrr arrrm and meet you thertre.” 

Alex and Carina picked up Florence’s arm and bow and hoisted them 
onto Simber’s back, balancing the items between them. Simber trotted a 
few steps and leaped into the air, weaving through trees, avoiding dropbears 
and other creatures they hadn’t heard about yet, until they came to the 
gathering under the golden rooster’s tree. The rooster peppered the silence 
with his occasional whimsical advice. 

Simber hovered above the circle of humans and creatures, and then 
found a clearing nearby where he could land. Henry, his head still 
bandaged, and Octavia, not quite back to her plump self but making a 
steady recovery, worked over the snow lion. 

Talon slipped through the crowd to Lhasa’s side and knelt down. “How 
is she?” 

Henry shook his head. “Not good.” He pried open the snow lion’s mouth 
and shook the contents of a small vial into it, but almost nothing came out. 
“Is it safe to go back to the ship?” he asked, looking up. “I have more 
medicine there.” 

“Pll go,” Alex said. “Where is it?” 

“In my healer’s kit near the ship’s wheel. Hurry.” 

“A wise man sacrifices speed for accuracy,” squawked the rooster. 

Alex hopped onto Simber’s back, and the cheetah galloped toward 
Karkinos’s head, to the lagoon where the ship sat completely unharmed by 
the eel. Simber jumped from the edge of the shore and sailed straight to the 
ship, flapping his wings backward to stop the momentum and letting Alex 
slide off. 

“Everything okay?” Alex hollered at Captain Ahab. 

“A sourer day this life has never seen!” the captain roared back. 
“Complete misery.” 

“Good to know,” Alex muttered. He found Henry’s kit and raced back to 
Simber, grabbing the cat’s wing and letting him flip him onto his back. 
They flew to the shore, where Simber took to the ground once more, 
speeding across the land, going so fast the dropbears missed them and 
landed on the path instead. 


Simber skidded to a halt as Alex tossed the kit to Henry. Henry ripped it 
open and administered the liquid between Lhasa’s lips. Carina came up to 
Alex and whispered, “She’s not breathing. It doesn’t look good.” 

“A life is but a small turn in time,” remarked the rooster. 

“Please, Vido. Not now,” Talon said. The strain showed in his voice and 
on his face as he turned back to the snow lion. “Come on, Lhasa. Who will 
be the queen?” His voice broke. 

Henry put his ear to the snow lion’s heart. He raised a hand to her 
muzzle and held it there, hoping to feel her breath while everybody else 
held theirs. But there was nothing. 

After a long minute, and then another, Henry bit his lip and looked up at 
Talon and Bock. “Our medicine didn’t work,” he said. He lowered his gaze. 
“I guess ... I guess the eel just hurt her too badly. I—I’m sorry. She’s .. .” 
His lip trembled. 

“Is she dead, Henry?” Florence said gently. 

Henry nodded. 

No one spoke. Slowly, Talon bowed his head and rested it in Lhasa’s fur. 
Ms. Octavia dabbed her eyes. Samheed wrapped his arms around Lani’s 
shoulders and hugged her. Alex stood numb, alone. Sky hesitated, then went 
over to him and rested her hand on his arm. Florence watched Talon for a 
moment and dropped her eyes. 

From Crow’s pocket, Kitten emerged and ran over to the fallen snow 
lion. She climbed up onto the beast and hopped up and down on Lhasa’s 
chest. “Mewmewmew,” she cried. “Mewmewmew.” 

Simber sat up. “What?” he asked, his face filled with concern. 

Kitten stopped hopping and stared at Lhasa’s face. “Mewmewmew!” she 
said again. 

Fox, too forlorn over the death of the flopsy animal, didn’t even try to 
translate. 

“Arrre you surrre?” Simber growled at the kitten. 

Kitten didn’t respond. She stared at Lhasa for a long moment. 

“What’s happening?” Alex asked. “Doesn’t she understand about 
Lhasa?” 

“Mewmewmew!” Kitten cried again. She stared a moment longer, and 
then she froze, tipped to one side, and fell over, a tiny, lifeless porcelain 
statue. Her body slid off the snow lion’s slick fur and landed in the dirt. She 
didn’t move. 


But Lhasa did. She gasped and opened her eyes. She sputtered and 
coughed. She heaved and sighed. “Talon,” she said weakly. 

“Lhasa!” Talon exclaimed. 

“Kitten, no!” Alex yelled. He ran to her, sliding on the dirt, and picked 
her up, clutching her with shaking hands. She was cold. Alex whirled 
around and stared at Simber. “What just happened? What did she do? What 
did she say?” 

Simber just stared from Kitten to Alex in shock. He tilted his head 
slightly, as if he didn’t know what to say. And then he blinked and shook 
his head. “Kitten is dead.” 

“What?” 

“Let me think,” he growled. Simber wore a distressed look Alex had 
never seen before. The statue began pacing, as if trying to figure something 
out. Suddenly he stopped and looked at Alex. “You have to brrring herrr 
back to life.” 

“What?” Alex exclaimed. “I can’t! Not if she’s dead.” 

“You have to trrry! Trrrust me, Alex. Pll explain in a minute. I hope to, 
anyway. Just do it beforrre I have a hearrrt attack.” 

Alex’s jumbled mind scrambled to think of the spell. Did he need the 
live spell or the restore spell? He looked around wildly at all the eyes, 
including Lhasa’s, on him. And then Sky squeezed his arm. “Pll get the 
robe,” she whispered. “You—just breathe.” 

She picked her way to Lani, who slid out of the robe and handed it over 
straightaway. Sky brought it back and helped Alex on with it. “Okay?” Sky 
asked him. “Just turn around and don’t worry about them. Concentrate.” 

Fox began to howl. Even Simber didn’t have the heart to quiet him. 

Alex let out a breath. “Thanks.” He was feeling better now after his 
moment of panic. He’d try the restore spell first. But he still didn’t know if 
it would work—if either of the spells would. How did she just die like that? 
What kind of statue could just die on command? He cradled the cold kitten 
in his hand, trying to warm her, and began to concentrate on the words of 
the restore spell. He closed his eyes. 

“Imagine,” he whispered, imagining the adorable kitten racing around 
and hopping joyfully again. “Believe,” he said, forcing himself to believe 
without a doubt that whatever had just happened, she could come alive 
again. “Whisper,” he said, picturing his whisper swirling around and 
through Kitten, encouraging her to come alive once more, and then, 


“Breathe.” Alex took in a deep breath and let it out, passing life to the 
porcelain creature. When he was quite sure everything was in place, he 
uttered the final word. “Commence.” And then he began again from the 
beginning, two more times, ignoring the restless shuffling of feet and 
whispers and Fox’s howling behind him. This spell was not one to be 
rushed. 

When at last he was finished, he opened his eyes and opened his hand, 
and looked down at the kitten. Kitten didn’t move. 

“Kitten?” Alex said, his heart pounding. 

Kitten remained still, her face serene, her eyes closed. 

“Oh no,” Alex breathed. What had he done wrong? What was going on? 

And then Kitten jumped to her feet, shouting at the top of her tiny voice, 
“Mewmewha!” 

Alex gasped. And then he felt like throwing Kitten at a tree. “Ugh!” he 
said. “You statues need to stop! Don’t ever do that to me again.” He 
clutched his heart. “That trick is officially no longer funny.” 

“Mewmewha!” Kitten said, laughing. 

The crowd around Alex exploded in relief, with Kitten chattering over 
and over again, “Mewmewmew!” 

Alex raised his hand over the joyous noise. “Now somebody please 
explain to me what just happened.” 

Just then somebody grabbed Alex’s arm. He turned, surprised at the 
strong grip. It was Carina, her face awash in fear. “Alex,” she said. 
“Where’s Sean?” 





A Setback 


Alex looked at all the faces. Sean wasn’t there. “Hey!” he shouted over the 
noise. “Has anybody seen Sean?” Simber and Florence turned sharply to 
look at him. Samheed and Lani craned their necks to see what was 
happening. 

“Sean!” Carina yelled. She gripped Alex’s arm tighter. “Oh, Alex, where 
is he? I haven’t seen him since the eel pulled him out of the water, and then 
everything happened and I didn’t notice he wasn’t here—” 

“I didn’t see where he went once the eel landed on the island,” Simber 
said. “Did you, Florrrence?” 

“No, I was getting steamrolled with you.” 

The two looked at each other, as if speaking without making a sound. 

“Pll organize on the ground,” said Florence. 

“PII searrrch from overrrhead.” 

“Pl help,” Talon said. 

Simber and Talon rose from the ground together and then split up, flying 
in separate directions over the island. It was easier for Simber in the dark, 
because he at least had his sense of smell and could see quite well without 
much light. The rest of the Artiméans, along with Lhasa—who was feeling 
fine again—and Bock, began searching the island on foot. 

It took an hour before a shout rang out. “He’s here!” Samheed yelled, not 
far away from Alex, Carina, and Sky. “Tail side of the island!” Word spread 
from one group to the next, and everyone headed in that direction. 

Carina broke into a run when she saw Samheed waving people over to 
the location where Sean lay. Alex stayed right behind her. When they got 
there, they knelt down on the ground next to the lump. 

Sean’s face and body were covered in sweat. Sand stuck to his skin. 
Lying on his side, he breathed in jagged bursts, every now and then a moan 
escaping his lips. His eyes were open, but glassy. He was covered in 
scratches. 

Carina pushed his hair off his forehead. “Sean,” she said softly. 


He attempted a smile, and then winced. “Hey,” he managed to say. 
“Thought you’d never come.” 

“Pm so sorry,” she said. Hurriedly she began checking him over. “What 
hurts?” 

“Leg,” he said. “It’s pretty bad.” 

More help arrived. Alex cleared out of the way, making room for Ms. 
Octavia and Henry to see what they could do for Sean. Henry looked inside 
his kit. 

“Don’t give me... ,” Sean wheezed, “that crud... you gave Alex... 
that one time . . . when he puked all night.” His breath was shallow, yet he 
grinned as he tried to manage the pain. 

Carina smiled. “You know firsthand that we’ve improved a lot since 
then. None of us wants to see you puke.” She reached out and took his hand 
in hers, and with her other hand she smoothed his hair back again, gazing 
down at him. “Hang on, darling,” she said with a wry grin. “Florence is 
going to help set your leg. This is going to hurt. So just look into my eyes.” 

“Did you just... call me... AAH!” There was a sickly snapping sound 
as Sean cried out in pain and gripped Carina’s hand. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Carina said. “I would never call you that.” She 
kept the smile plastered on her face, but her distress over Sean’s pain was 
evident. She looked away and found Alex watching her, his hand to his 
chest. She put her hand over her mouth and stifled a sob, then sucked in a 
deep breath and blew it out. After another breath, the stoic smile returned 
and Carina turned back to Sean, locking eyes with him and keeping him 
focused as the others worked on his leg. 

When they had finished stabilizing him and the medication Henry had 
given him for the pain began working, Simber stepped in, ready to carry 
Sean to the ship, where he could rest. 

“Wait, Simber,” Talon said. “Do you think he would be more 
comfortable on the island? He can take my bed. Please, it’s the least we can 
do.” 

“Yes,” Lhasa said, her happy demeanor subdued. “Karkinos is a bit more 
stable than your ship—and Talon’s bed will be more comfortable than the 
ship’s deck, won’t it?” 

Sean’s eyes were closed now. Carina looked at Ms. Octavia and Henry. 
“I think that’s a good idea,” Carina said. 

They nodded. 


“May I?” Talon asked Simber, pointing to Sean. 

“Of courrrse. Lead the way.” 

Talon picked up Sean in his gentle, giant arms. Simber, Alex, Carina, 
Henry, and Ms. Octavia followed, while the rest of the party headed back to 
the ship or to the beach to get some rest. 

Talon’s bed was a feather-stuffed mattress under a canopy of palms, 
whose leaves had knitted together naturally to form a waterproof ceiling 
and walls on three sides. The bronze giant set Sean gently on one end of the 
bed, leaving plenty of room for others to rest comfortably in other corners 
of it if they so desired, as it was quite the largest bed Alex had ever seen. 

Talon showed Henry around his castle, as he called it, pointing out other 
things that would make the team more comfortable throughout the hours 
ahead. Henry, Carina, and Ms. Octavia went to work making things cozy 
for Sean. Carina shooed Simber, Alex, and Talon away to the lagoon, where 
the fire had been before the eel destroyed it. 

They talked as they walked, Simber clearly warming up to Talon after all 
that had happened. 

“We’ll help you sorrrt thrrrough the wrrreckage once we’ve all had a 
good sleep,” Simber said to Talon. 

“Tt’s very kind of you to offer, thank you.” 

Something told Alex that Talon wouldn’t actually mind having to do all 
the cleanup work himself. He seemed like he might get bored at times. 

Talon added, “I’m just grateful that Karkinos wasn’t hurt. The eel could 
have cracked his shell. Oh, Karkinos . . .” He hesitated, like he wanted to 
say more, but closed his lips instead. 

“That would have been terrible,” Alex agreed. He turned to Simber. “Did 
you think the eel seemed bigger, Sim?” 

“Rrremartrkably so.” 

“And then everything that happened with Lhasa,” Talon added, shaking 
his head as if he were trying to understand it all. “Simber, will you explain 
what happened? How did that tiny kitten bring Lhasa back to life? I have so 
many questions. Is she a god?” 

Simber offered a rare grin. “She is not, to my knowledge, a god. Though 
it turns out she is a most unselfish feline. Perrrhaps she’ll tell herrr storrry. I 
see she’s gatherrred therrre with the otherrrs.” He looked at Alex. “You 
know I don’t need to sleep, but I am prrroperrrly bushed rrright now. Arrre 
you holding up all rrright?” 


Alex nodded. “I’m fine. Just tired and sore. I think it’ll be nice to sleep 
out here tonight. Look,” he said, pointing, “Sam has our fire going again. I 
bet he used an origami dragon to start it. He’s always looking for reasons to 
use those.” 

Talon listened to their conversation with a curious look on his face. 
“Your magic is very strange and interesting,” he said. “I should like to know 
more. Our dragon, Pan, can light fires too, but she doesn’t come on shore, 
so her skill isn’t very useful to us.” 

“You have a dragon?” Alex asked as they reached the fire. “A real one?” 

“A coiled water dragon who rules the sea,” Talon said. “She comes 
around now and then.” 

Alex couldn’t believe it. What else was here? He didn’t want to leave. 

They sat down. After the long, eventful evening, Lani and Samheed, 
bickering once more, said good night to the others and headed back to the 
ship, where Sky, Crow, Copper, and many of the others already had gone. 

Alex leaned up against Simber’s side. Fox dozed, curled up but quite far 
back from the fire—he didn’t want to become kindling. Kitten played 
pounce with a tiny sand bug, while Lhasa lounged just above the ground 
nearby, watching Kitten play. Florence stoked the fire, and Talon settled in. 
It was time to hear Kitten’s story . . . as told by Simber. 

And Fox. 


The Tale of Kitten LaRue 


Talon watched the playful kitten with amusement. “I should ask Vido the 
rooster how such a tiny thing can do such a large deed. Tell us your story, 
Kitten.” 

The kitten looked up from the bug she was chasing and saw that all eyes 
were on her, except for the sleeping Fox’s. “Mewmewmew,” she said. 

Immediately Fox jumped to his feet, bleary eyed. “She says she is so 
happy to be here with you all today, and you are her very special friends—” 
Fox stopped abruptly when he saw Simber. He lay down again and put his 
paws over his nose. “Sorry. I forgot.” 

Talon tilted his head, looking from Fox to Simber. A smile played at his 
lips. “If it’s all right with you, Simber, I’d like to hear Fox’s interpretation, 
and then yours.” 

Simber stared at Talon, saying nothing. 

“There, there,” Alex said, reaching back to pat Simber’s neck. “Just 
close your eyes and pretend it’s not happening. Just this once.” 

“Good gririef,” the cat growled, but didn’t object. 

“You are kind to humor me, fine cheetah,” Talon said. He turned to Fox. 
“Continue, if you please.” 

Fox pushed his nose up from the sand. “Me?” His fearful eyes darted 
from Talon to Simber and back again. 

“Yes, of course,” Talon said. 

“Go on, Fox,” Alex said. “Simber’s not going to do anything.” 

Fox cautiously got to his feet. “Well.” He cleared his throat. “As I was 
saying, Kitten is so happy to be here with you all, her very special friends.” 
He glanced at Simber, who lay with eyes closed, a pained expression on his 
face, and then continued. “She feels especially thankful for, um, the shiny 
guy, whom she considers to be her best friend, except for Fox, of course. 
Ahem.” 

Kitten hopped. “Mewmewmew!” 

“Aaand she would like to announce that she, like others in the past, 
namely Carina, has taken on a new name and would like you all to call her 


that from now on, but only if you feel like it, as she will also continue to 
answer to Kitten. The new name is... henceforth . . . or not—as she said, it 
is up to you—Kitten James Bob LaRue.” He sucked in a breath and paused 
dramatically. “The ‘James’ part is in honor of Jim the winged tortoise, and 
the ‘Bob’ part is because Bob is the best name, and because it is what I do 
in the water. The ‘LaRue’ part is because it is her mother’s name, and, um, 
also, secretly, it just happens to be Mr. Today’s nickname, which only those 
who knew him best would know, which would be her. And, ah, me, who is 
named Fox ... Bob. LaRue. Which are also the names,” he added slowly, 
almost as if he were just thinking it, “for if you are a cat of some sort. Yes.” 
Fox smiled politely, and then with a nod prompted Kitten to continue. 

Simber groaned. He listened to Kitten’s “Mewmewmew” and then put 
his paws over his ears. 

“Yes, our dear Kitten had a mother, quite unlike all the rest of the statues. 
Her mother’s name was Glenda Morris Bob Cat LaRue, and she could play 
the pipe organ like an absolute dream.” Fox gazed over his audience’s heads 
for a moment as if he could hear the music. “You see, when Kitten was 
born, she was a real human kitten, but Mr. Today loved her so much that he 
decided to make her into a statue so she could live forever, which is what he 
does with all his favorite humans.” 

Alex blinked. Lhasa wore a puzzled expression and turned to Talon. 
“That’s not at all what the kitten is saying,” Lhasa whispered, which Talon 
found highly entertaining. He hid his grin and they both turned back to hear 
more. 

Fox leaned on his elbow in the sand and closed his eyes halfway for 
effect. “You see, Kitten’s mother lived a long, lonely life, until one day she 
got hit by a bus, which, according to Mr. Appleblossom, is something that 
you ride on, kind of like a cheetah. Only it wasn’t a cheetah, because a 
cheetah would never hit a cat, or hurt it in any way. Only dogs. Of which I 
am not one. Of.” Fox slid his eyes to the side to check on Simber. All 
appeared safe, so Fox nodded at Kitten once more. “Continue, cousin.” 

Alex elbowed Simber, who uncovered his ears to hear Kitten’s next 
statement. 

“Mewmewmew! Mewmewmew!” said Kitten. 

Fox nodded intently at his friend, and then he rose on his haunches and 
put his front paws out toward his audience, setting the scene. “Imagine it, 
friends. A real, live human kitten loses her mother to a tragic bus accident. 


Left alone and in the wild, a kindly mage named Mr. Today... LaRue... 
takes her in, saving her from starvation and other things human cats have, 
like fleas and litter boxes and icky things like that. He transforms her sickly 
body into a statue—and not just any ordinary statue like that freak Ahab, or 
Florence here, but one of his top statues who actually get to play in the 
lounge band.” He nodded enthusiastically. “It’s a rags-to-riches story for 
one cool Kitten and her friend, coincidentally also a cat, named Fox—Fox 
LaRue—who is in no way a member of the Cananadada family, because 
those are what dogs are made of.” 

Fox paused for effect, or to see if Kitten was going to mew again—no 
one was quite sure. “And that,” he said finally, bowing, “is the very true 
story of Kitten LaRue and how she saved the snow lion queen named 
Lhasa. Thank you, thank you all. Thank you very, very much.” Fox blew 
kisses to everyone but Simber. 

Almost everyone clapped. Kitten beamed at Fox, clapping her paws 
together so that they made a tiny tink tink tink noise. She hopped on top of 
Fox’s head and settled down in his fur. 

“But Fox didn’t explain how Kitten saved me,” whispered Lhasa. 

Talon chuckled and applauded harder, clearly tickled by the Fox’s 
strange, senseless story. “Bravo, friend Fox,” he said. “You are a masterful 
storyteller and a very fine cat.” He turned to Alex. “That was most 
entertaining. Does Simber have a version to tell?” 

Alex looked over at Simber and tapped his shoulder. “He’s done now. 
Your turn.” 

Simber slid his paws off his ears and sat up, clearly trying to wipe the 
look of disgust from his face. “Verrry well,” he said. He bowed his head 
once, regally, in Kitten’s direction. “I shall hope to do this story the justice 
it deserrrves.” 

Alex smiled. It wasn’t common for Simber to verbalize his respect for 
anyone, so he knew that Simber must really think highly of Kitten. He sat 
forward in anticipation so he could capture every word. 

Simber began. “When Mrrr. Today was a boy, a little olderrr than Alex, 
he set out frrrom Warrrblerrr Island on a jourrrney with his sister to 
discoverrr a new island. They took few items with them. Likely some food 
and waterrr. A rope, perrrhaps, and some tools and textiles. As they pushed 
off frrrom the shorrre, theirrr motherrr called to them. ‘Stop!’ she said. 
“Take this, and rrrememberrr me.’ She tossed something to Marrrcus, and 


he caught it. It was a tiny white porrrcelain kitten, no biggerrr than a 
martrshmallow.” 

Fox looked at Simber like he was crazy. 

Simber ignored Fox. “Yearrrs passed, and Marrrcus kept the kitten safe 
in his pocket, taking her out often and thinking of his motherrr. One day, 
afterrr he’d made otherrr crrreaturrres and statues come to life, he looked at 
the kitten and thought, ‘This kitten should be alive.’ And so the mage 
brrreathed life into the tiny porcelain statue. As he perrrforrrmed the spell, 
he thought, ‘Therrre was one thing that I did not do with Simberrr that I 
wish I had done. I grrrant to this kitten nine lives, for cats arrre in constant 
dangerrr, and she should live a long and prrrosperrrous life. What I did not 
do beforrre, I will do now. Kitten, you shall live nine times beforrre yourrr 
end comes. And,’ the mage added, almost as an afterrrthought, ‘you shall 
have the ability to give up one life to anotherrr cat in need if you so 
choose.’” 

Simber paused for a moment. Everyone was silent, realizing that this 
was a very different story from the one Fox had told. 

“When the mage was finished casting the spell, the kitten’s body 
wartrmed and she sprrrang to life, mewing instead of talking—in his quest 
to give Kitten nine lives, Marrrcus forrrgot to grrrant it the ability to speak 
to humans.” Simber chuckled, his eyes growing misty. 

“He was a forrrgetful mage, indeed. But luckily, Kitten could understand 
Mrrr. Today. He told herrr about the special gift many years ago, but she 
neverrr had a need to give away the life until today. Which she did, I must 
add, without a moment’s hesitation.” Simber looked at Lhasa, who had tears 
in her eyes. 

Kitten stood up on Fox’s head and hopped. “Mewmewmew,” she said. 

Simber hesitated. “And now she says she is glad to be herrre with you, 
and she considerrrs you veriry grrreat frrriends.” 

“Mewmewmew!” 

“She says please don’t die again, Lhasa, because she is afrrraid she has 
no mortre lives left to give.” 

Lhasa smiled, knowing Simber had interpreted perfectly. “I shall keep 
that in mind and be very careful from now on, dear Kitten.” 

“Mewmewmew.” 

Simber frowned at Kitten. “Please don’t make me say that.” 

Kitten gave Simber a stern look. “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 


Simber’s jaw dropped open. “Oh, come on.” 

“Mew!” 

Simber rolled his eyes. “All rrright.” He sighed, and then mumbled, “She 
says she is changing herrr name, and would like to be called Kitten 
LaRrrue, if you please, but only if you want to—it’s totally up to you.” 


Palace Discord 


Aaron could easily hide his bandaged shoulder under a fresh robe, but that 
didn’t make it hurt any less. And the pain definitely affected his ability to 
concentrate and make good decisions. This particular evening he found 
himself staring out the window at the forty-foot wall where the opening 
used to be, contemplating the removal of just a block or two, when 
Secretary came in. 

Eva updated Aaron on how Quill had been reacting to his latest address. 

“Tt’s all very favorable,” she said, almost puzzled. “No one is pushing 
back. It’s like they all really wanted this sort of extreme structure again.” 

“Its not extreme,” Aaron said. “It’s comfortable.” 

“Well, whatever you want to call it. They’re welcoming it.” 

“Obviously I know what I’m doing.” 

Eva sighed. Sometimes Aaron’s arrogance was just a little too much. 
“Don’t let the power go to your head. You need to take it slow,” she said. 
“Whatever you’re planning on doing, stop and think a bit first, will you? If 
you’re going to take over Artimé, be calculated about it. Get everything in 
order before you start a war.” 

Aaron gave her a chilling glance. “I know what I’m doing,” he said 
again. 

She stared at him. He was so naive. “So does Gondoleery,” she blurted 
out. “Only she’s doing it right. You’d better watch out.” 

“Please. Don’t be ridiculous,” Aaron said. “Gondoleery is a crazy old 
woman who burned off her own eyebrows. She’s not a threat to anybody 
but herself. Besides, I’m watching her. She’s working for me, after all.” 

“Keep thinking like that,” Eva said, fuming. “You’ll get us all killed.” 

“Now you’re the one acting crazy,” Aaron said, his voice cold. 

Eva stared. “I’m the one trying to help you be more like Justine, but 
you’re too busy being an ignorant, arrogant child to listen to me.” Eva 
Fathom turned on her heel and strode out, muttering under her breath. 

“You may not speak to me like that!” Aaron yelled after her. “Come back 
here!” He waited, his face puckered and getting redder by the minute. But 


she didn’t return. 

After a while Aaron went to bed, but he tossed and turned, unable to 
sleep. Secretary infuriated him time and time again—he really didn’t know 
why he put up with her insolence. She was constantly picking at him. 
Telling him he was doing things wrong. Trying to take his power away. And 
now she was insulting him to his face. He’d never quite trusted her, and 
now he once more questioned his decision to keep her on. 

Slowly his anger fizzled and his thoughts turned back to the jungle and 
the half-formed idea he’d had after his conversation with the rock. Panther 
would do anything for me. That’s how the rock had made it sound, anyway, 
and Aaron was eager to test it out. With Quill paying close attention at the 
moment, maybe it was time to let Artimé get a taste of what was to come. 

He couldn’t get the crazy idea out of his mind—let them live in fear for 
once. Let Artimé see who was in charge on this island, and whom they 
should be scared of. Because everybody needed to face the truth. Aaron was 
tired of people not respecting him. His brother had to be taught a lesson. 
And so did Secretary. He’d show her that her constant undermining was 
only going to serve as incentive for him to do exactly the opposite of what 
she told him to do. And he’d be right every time. 

By the time he finally drifted off to sleep, Aaron Stowe had hatched a 
surefire plan that would get him the attention and the respect that he 
deserved. And Artimé would get the smallest hint of what would become 
their nightmare. 





While Everyone Slept 


Before long, Fox and Kitten curled up on Lhasa’s furry side to sleep. Alex 
dozed off near the fire, and Simber did too, since there was nothing else to 
do. Florence went out on the claw reef to check on the ship, finding 
everyone dead asleep, including her detached arm—it didn’t move a 
muscle. Ms. Octavia would have to reattach it in the morning. In the lagoon 
she spied the tip of Spike’s spike as the whale floated near the surface, 
sleeping as well. And then she saw a long tentacle herding a squirming eel’s 
tail toward the crab’s open mouth. All was good. 

Florence wandered over to Talon’s castle of palms to check on the 
patient, and there she found everyone sleeping as well, even the octogator. 
Sean moaned quietly in his sleep, and Carina reached out to comfort him 
with a touch. Peace had come, finally, but not without a price. 

Florence walked back to the fire to find Talon waiting for her. 

“Do you sleep?” he asked. 

“Not often, but I’ve been known to doze off every few weeks. Do you?” 

“I do, but sleep eludes me tonight. How is your arm?” 

“It’s... fine. It’s just lying in the ship.” 

Talon chuckled. “What I mean is, do you have any pain in the place 
where it should be?” 

“No. It’s inconvenient to be without it, but I’m lucky—I have no pain. 
Which reminds me of something I’ve been meaning to ask you about. That 
eel lit you up like a fireball. I was afraid for you.” 

Talon looked at her with a crooked smile. “Were you? Afraid for me?” 

Florence felt her face grow warm. “I was afraid for everyone,” she said. 
“Do you feel pain?” 

“Some.” He didn’t elaborate. Instead he looked at the fire and said, “To 
be honest, I’ve had days when I wished I could let myself be killed, for I 
have had a lifetime of lifetimes. My body is not invincible, and that eel 
could have taken me from this never-ending monotony and into the next 
life. I would be lying if I said I didn’t consider letting it. Or taking your 
arrow meant for the eel.” 


Florence tried to think what it would be like, living thousands of years, 
caring for the life and accessories of a giant crab. “But you didn’t.” 

“Taking the arrow was only a fraction of a second’s thought before I 
realized how it would make you feel, so that was never a true consideration. 
And I have others who depend on me. Lhasa, Karkinos. Bock. Even the 
hibagon, to some extent. But they would survive without me if they had to. 
Though the crab . . .” Talon trailed off. 

“What is it?” 

Talon looked at her. “I don’t wish to trouble you.” 

“Tell me, Talon. Please. Perhaps we can help.” 

Like any great leader in tune with the needs of others, Alex’s eyes 
popped open at Florence’s words. He turned to face the fire and began to 
listen to the nearby conversation, unnoticed by Florence and Talon. 

“I don’t know,” Talon said, his voice full of doubt. A shadow passed 
over his face. “I don’t think there’s anything you can do.” He looked out at 
the crab’s claws, silent and floating before them. “I’m afraid Karkinos is 
dying.” 

Florence sat up. “Oh no,” she said, dismayed. “I’m sorry. How horrible 
for all of you.” 

He didn’t deny it. “He’s not in pain, thank the gods. But...” 

“But what?” 

Talon sighed deeply. “I don’t know what will happen once he’s... 
gone.” 

Florence wasn’t sure what he meant. “You mean what will happen to his 
body?” 

“Well, that, yes, but to his shell, too. And to us.” 

Florence’s mind raced. “What do you think could happen?” 

“I don’t know. When the bottom-feeders finish off his body, will this 
shell remain intact? Will our island move about at the whim of the currents? 
Will our vegetation die too? If it does, Bock and the dropbears will starve. 
And what of the squid and Issie? They’Il lose their protector.” Talon closed 
his eyes, defeated. “I don’t know what to do.” 

“But—” Florence began, her thoughts whirling. “How long does he have 
to live?” 

Talon opened his eyes again, but he didn’t look at her. “It’s hard to say. 
He’s in a slow decline. We may have years left, but I believe that could 


change at any time. I’m doing my best to give him the care and comfort he 
needs.” He frowned. “That thrashing eel didn’t do him any favors.” 

Florence’s expression was one of deep concern. “Is there any way I can 
convince you and the others to come with us?” 

Talon afforded a small smile. “I’m afraid I cannot abandon the crab. And 
after so many hundreds of years together, I doubt the others can abandon 
me. But I suspect you knew that.” 

Florence was silent for a long moment. Then, in a soft voice, she asked, 
“What will happen to you?” 

Talon stared at the fire. “Perhaps it will be the end of me. Perhaps... 
perhaps Karkinos’s death is the answer to my predicament.” 

The silence was overwhelming. Alex stared at the flames, his heart in a 
clutch over what he’d just heard. 

Florence glanced sidelong at Talon. “Do you still wish to be done with 
this life, then? If we were to journey this way in the future and find the 
carcass afloat, are you saying we might not find you here? Not anywhere?” 

Talon looked down and murmured, “That you would think to search for 
me is an unexpected treasure I shall cherish.” He touched Florence’s hand, 
making a clinking sound, and said in a low voice, “I must admit, dear lady, 
that the hope of seeing you again erases every morbid thought from my 
mind. I would indeed live on for the chance of that.” 

Florence looked down at Talon’s hand on hers. “It might not be often,” 
Florence found herself saying, as if she had been planning their next visit 
already. Beneath her six-pack warrior abs, an entire host of butterflies 
swarmed. 

“If only once in a hundred years you find me, stranded and alone upon 
this rotting carcass, I should not complain,” Talon said. He swallowed hard 
and dared turn to look into her eyes. 

Florence met his gaze and held it. In her mind, she reached over to touch 
Talon’s cheek, but she couldn’t actually do it because that hand was 
attached to the arm on the ship. Instead she said, “I was actually thinking 
more like once a year.” 

Talon pressed his bronze lips together, then replied, “That would be even 
better, Florence.” 





The Line of Possibility 


Alex tried not to gag at the mushy words between Florence and Talon. 
Sure, he was glad they were crushing on each other, but he couldn’t exactly 
unhear their conversation, no matter how hard he tried to block it out. 

After a while, tossing and turning to the lull of conversation as he tried 
to get back to sleep, Alex began to wonder if he could actually learn a move 
or two from the bronze gentleman. But then he remembered his promise to 
Simber and to himself. And he knew he wouldn’t be needing any smooth 
moves with the ladies anytime soon. He also knew he needed to talk to Sky 
about it, and explain why he was being so aloof. It wasn’t fair to her not to. 
And even though she was busy with her mother, he could tell she knew 
something was wrong. If he could only find a little time alone with her... 
but it had been nearly impossible this entire trip. Maybe when they got back 
home he’d have the chance to explain. That would give him time to figure 
out exactly how to say what he was feeling, because at the moment, he 
certainly didn’t understand it himself. All he knew was that his heart ached 
when he thought about her. But it ached even more when he thought about 
the mistakes he’d made because he’d let himself fall for her. 

When Florence and Talon grew silent, Alex’s thoughts reverted to the 
island’s predicament. Poor Karkinos. Poor everybody who lived on 
Karkinos. There had to be way to help. Perhaps Henry could make an 
enormous batch of medicine that would heal the crab... . 

Alex dozed off. In the morning he walked down the reef toward the ship. 
There he found Lani swinging from a rope tied to the ship’s bow. She 
gained momentum, leaped, and landed on the reef few a feet in front of 
Alex. 

“Oh, hi,” she said with a grin. “Didn’t want to bother the squirrelicorns 
for a ride.” 

“I was just coming to talk to you. Is Sam up? I need him, too.” 

Lani scowled. “Yeah.” She turned to the ship and hollered, “Sam! Alex 
wants you.” 


Alex gave her a quizzical look. “You don’t look very happy. What are 
you two always fighting about, anyway?” 

Lani shrugged. “I’m not fighting. He’s just being dumb.” 

Alex squelched a grin. “Right. Okay. So what is he being dumb about?” 

Sam appeared at the railing with two squirrelicorns, who clutched him 
by the arms and carried him to the reef. “Hey, Al,” he said. 

Lani folded her arms. 

Alex looked from one to the other. “Well?” he prompted. “Why so much 
fighting?” 

Samheed shrugged. “Tell him, Lani.” 

“Fine.” Lani pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket and opened 
it. “See this? It’s called a map. Well, it’s half of one, anyway—it’s ripped. 
You find them in books. They’re supposed to show you where things are.” 

Alex looked at it. “I know what a map is,” he said. “Ms. Octavia had me 
draw one of Quill once, since she’s never actually gone to see it.” 

Lani nodded. “Well, look at it.” She shook the paper a bit to add 
emphasis. 

“Okaaay .. . what about it?” 

Lani sighed, frustrated. “Don’t you see? There’s all these dots here, and 
this giant land over here.” She flicked the paper. “We’re the dots.” 

“We’re the dots?” 

Samheed rolled his eyes. “You see what I’m telling you?” 

Alex was becoming more confused by the moment. “I don’t think I get 
what’s happening here.” 

“We’re the seven dots. The islands. Quill, Warbler, Pirate, Legends, and 
the other ones we haven’t seen yet on the east side of Quill. And this big 
massive thing to the west? It’s more land. A giant island.” She tapped the 
paper. “At least, that’s my theory.” 

Samheed shook his head. 

Lani smirked. “Sam thinks I’m nuts.” 

“That’s because you are.” 

“And you’re obtuse.” Lani folded up the paper and put it back in her 
pocket, and the three started walking toward the island. 

“Where did you get it?” Alex asked her. 

“From that vessel thing that landed near Artimé. I found it floating in the 
water.” 


“Well, how do you know it’s not just a drawing of something pretend, 
like you find in books sometimes?” 

Samheed slapped Alex on the chest. “See? That’s what I said.” 

Lani frowned. “It could be, I suppose.” 

“After all, the map doesn’t say that those seven dots are islands,” 
Samheed said. “And even if they are, it doesn’t say the names of any of 
them. You just think they are because there happen to be seven of them.” 

“Be quiet,” Lani said. “Alex, what do you think? Don’t listen to him.” 

Alex shrugged. “I really don’t see it, Lani. I mean, if there was a giant 
island farther to the west, why wouldn’t Simber and Mr. Today know about 
it?” 

“This is exactly what I’m saying!” Samheed said. “Lani thinks she 
knows more than Mr. Today and Simber.” 

“Oh, you be quiet!” Lani said again. “I do not.” 

“Um, it’s pretty obvious—” 

“Come on, Sam,” Alex said. He looked at Lani. “Look. It’s a cool theory 
and all, but... well...” 

“Wait, Alex—I didn’t even tell you everything. I totally understand you 
being skeptical about it. I didn’t even start thinking this was a map of the 
islands, or that there could be more beyond these islands, until I saw this 
Same exact map inside Pirate Island.” Lani’s eyes shone. 

Alex grinned in spite of himself. He never got tired of seeing Lani all 
fired up over an idea. Her face got so animated. She could tell a complete 
story with her eyes—now, that was true art. 

“What are you grinning about?” she demanded. 

Alex sobered up. “Nothing. So you saw the same map in Pirate Island.” 

“That’s what I just said.” 

“Like there would never be a duplicate,” Samheed said sarcastically. 
“Even Mr. Today has multiple copies of all our books—in the library and in 
the Museum of Large. It’s not unheard of.” 

“Anyway,” Lani said, ignoring Samheed, “in the glass case inside Pirate 
Island, there was a full map, not just this torn-up part.” 

By this time, they had reached the fire, where Sky sat alone, enjoying a 
giant plate of breakfast that Talon had apparently cooked for her. She 
looked up at them, mouth full. “Talking about the map again?” 

Alex nodded. “So you’ve heard?” 


Sky swallowed her food. “You hear a lot of stuff you wish you hadn’t 
when you sleep on the ship.” 

“What do you think?” 

“Tf I said what I thought, Samheed’s head might explode.” 

“So you think it’s possible?” Lani asked. She sat down. “See, Alex—I’m 
not the only one.” 

Sky took another bite and chewed thoughtfully. “Sure, lots of things are 
possible. I mean, it does seem strange that nobody would know about land 
being right there—even Queen Eagala says there are only seven islands. It’s 
in the handbook and everything. But hey, I don’t know. We’re on a floating 
crab right now, and we were on an underwater island just a few days ago. 
Who’s to say there’s not some sort of invisible island out there?” 

Alex, Samheed, and Lani stared at Sky. 

“What?” asked Alex. 

“Are you kidding me?” Samheed exclaimed. 

“Now that’s just crazy,” said Lani. 

Sky just laughed and shook her head. “Well, I think we found the line 
that separates possible from impossible.” She shoveled another bite of food 
into her mouth and said, “And Lani’s theory falls on the possible side.” 


A Breakup 


The four of them stayed by the fire, Talon bringing more food and leaving 
again to take care of Karkinos. Alex steered the conversation to the issue of 
the dying island, telling Samheed, Lani, and Sky everything he’d heard the 
previous night. Well, almost everything. He left out the mushy parts. 

“So what are we supposed to do about it?” Samheed asked. 

Lani shrugged. “What can we do? This crab is huge. I mean, we can see 
if Henry and Carina can get to work making medicine, but it could take 
forever to mix up a dose big enough.” 

“We don’t even know what’s wrong with the crab, so how would we 
know what kind of medicine to make?” 

They stewed over it for the better part of an hour, and in the end, they 
had no solutions. Eventually, Samheed and Lani left the fire, not fighting 
this time. Alex watched as Samheed slipped an arm around Lani’s shoulders 
and Lani slid hers around Samheed’s waist, the two exchanging spirited 
grins as they called a truce .. . for the moment. Alex smiled wistfully. He 
turned to Sky, and the smile faded. They were alone. 

“I miss you, Alex,” Sky said in a quiet voice. “Where have you been?” 

Alex looked into her eyes and was immediately captured, his heart 
thudding all over the place, out of control. “I’m right here,” he said. “I’ve 
been here.” 

“You know that’s not what I mean.” 

Alex dropped his gaze. “Yeah,” he admitted. 

“You’ve been avoiding me.” 

“Its not like I want to,” Alex muttered. “It’s just that . . .” He sighed 
deeply. He didn’t think he was ready for this conversation. 

“Tt’s just what?” 

Alex sighed again. This was really hard—harder than he’d thought it 
would be. He pressed his thumbs against the bridge of his nose, trying to 
figure out how to say what he was feeling. 

Sky waited. 


Alex looked at her once more, and his stomach fluttered. “See, you’re 
doing it again.” 

Sky blinked. “I haven’t moved.” 

“You don’t have to move. You just— You’re always— Ugh. I hate this.” 

“Clearly.” 

“I mean, I don’t hate this, like, this thing we have. I mean . . . trying to 
explain...” 

Sky just watched as he struggled for words. “Well, I do.” 

Alex paused. “You do what?” 

“Hate this thing we have.” 

Alex stopped breathing. “Y-you what?” 

Sky’s face was pained, her voice calm. “I hate this thing we have, Alex. 
Because it’s not really a thing, is it? It’s just uncomfortable and awkward.” 

Alex was silent. A blast of pain seared his gut. He dropped his gaze. 

“Its not fair to keep me in the dark. You’re so brave when you’re 
leading Artimé, but when it comes to me, you can’t even talk.” Sky bumped 
her elbow into Alex’s arm. “Hey. See? Say something. Tell me what’s 
happening. Please. I’m begging you.” 

He looked up. He wished he could explain to her how miserable he felt. 
He wished he could just talk to her and tell her everything he was feeling, 
but the problem was so confusing he didn’t understand it himself. How 
could he explain something he didn’t understand? 

“You’re right,” he said. He knew it wasn’t enough, yet it was all he could 
get out. How could he tell her the truth? How was he supposed to say that 
he made too many mistakes when she was around? That he couldn’t 
concentrate when she was nearby? That he thought about her all the time, 
when he should be thinking about more important things, like keeping 
everybody alive? 

And now she was looking at him with such deep disappointment in her 
eyes. 

“That’s it?” she asked. “That’s all you’ve got?” 

He wanted to reach out and take her hand. He wanted to kiss her. He 
wanted to tell her everything he was feeling in a way that she would 
understand, and he wanted the two of them to be okay again. But every 
second that went by, things became less and less okay. And he knew they’d 
reach a point soon when there was no fixing it. “Yeah,” he said weakly. “I 
guess that’s all I’ve got.” 


Sky didn’t flinch. She didn’t show any emotion at all. She just stared at 
Alex. 

Alex shook his head. Her reactions never stopped surprising him. “I 
can’t believe you’re not crying or yelling at me right now,” he said. 

She allowed a small laugh to escape. “Don’t you know me by now, 
Alex? Every time somebody hurts me, I just get stronger. Eyes of fire, heart 
of ice—just like the golden rooster said.” She stood up. “Maybe you should 
think about what Vido said about you.” 

She turned then and walked toward the crab-claw reef and the ship. 

Alex watched her go. “I’m so sorry,” he said, but she was too far away to 
hear him. He dropped his head in his hands and thought about all the things 
he’d just messed up so that he could be a better mage. 

The way he felt now, he wasn’t sure it could ever be worth it. 


A Final Tale 


The Artiméans stayed on the Island of Legends for a few more days. Ms. 
Octavia reattached Florence’s arm and declared it to be as good as before, 
perhaps better. Simber, Florence, and Talon cleared the trees that had been 
toppled by the eel. They split the logs into planks, and Alex, Samheed, and 
Lani used the wood to repair the ship’s deck. 

Sky, Crow, and Copper helped the others replant things that had been 
uprooted, trying to make Karkinos beautiful again, and maybe even a tiny 
bit healthier. And when the work was done, many of them spent their time 
lounging by the sea, telling stories, and taking walks together. Kitten and 
Lhasa were seen deep in conversation from time to time, with Fox trying, as 
always, to join in. 

Florence and Talon stayed up late talking every night until Talon drifted 
off under the stars, and Florence did too, just to be polite. It was sort of, 
almost, quite perfectly, a little glorious holiday for most of them. Even Sean 
began to feel better, and he joined the others on the beach once Florence 
made him a special chair to sit in. It was big enough for Carina to lounge 
next to him, as she had taken it upon herself to care for her friend. Lani kept 
her eye on the two, wondering if there was a little something more than 
friendship going on. She had a lot to tell Meghan already. 

Alex and Sky barely spoke, and when they did, it was only out of 
necessity. Both of them tried to pretend they weren’t hurting inside. And it 
was working .. . for now. 

The group spent a quiet last evening around the fire. The ship was 
packed and ready to sail at first light. And while everyone wanted to stay 
longer, they were all growing curious about how Ms. Morning, Mr. 
Appleblossom, and Meghan were getting along with the new group of 
children from Warbler. 

When it came time for stories, it was Florence’s turn to tell her tale. 

“Many years ago,” she began, “in the early days of Artimé, Marcus 
Today was out wandering deep in the jungle. There he found an enormous 


rock. Marcus brought the rock to life and put it in charge of the jungle, and 
the two became friends.” 

Talon, Lhasa, and Bock were getting used to feeling shocked by the 
strange things that were alive on their new friends’ island, but they weren’t 
the only ones sitting up in anticipation. Most of the Unwanteds were deeply 
curious too, for they had never heard this story before. 

“The rock’s mouth was a cave,” Florence continued, “and Marcus spent 
hours exploring inside. One day when Marcus visited, the rock asked 
Marcus if he would extract something from his mouth because it was 
causing him pain. Of course the mage agreed to help his friend, so he went 
inside and found the source of the rock’s discomfort—a large piece of 
ebony was embedded in his throat, and a portion had broken off and fallen 
away, leaving a sharp corner. 

“Marcus marked the outline of the ebony stone and began chiseling, 
going deeper and deeper around the perimeter. Soon he discovered that the 
stone was much larger than he had initially thought, buried far into the wall 
of the rock mountain’s throat. With his friend’s permission, Marcus set out 
to recover the fine stone whole. The rock mountain was happy to be rid of 
it, as it had been a source of discomfort for years.” 

Florence shifted in the sand. The firelight danced on the sheen of her 
body. “After weeks of work,” she went on, “he found the end of the black 
stone. He chipped away at the rock surrounding it until finally the enormous 
piece of ebony was freed. Once it was loose, Marcus realized it was way 
too big for him to move. So he used the transport spell to bring the ebony 
stone to the mansion.” 

“Wow,” Alex said under his breath. He caught Samheed’s eye, and the 
two shared a moment of amazement as Florence’s story unfolded. 

“Marcus wanted to keep as much of the stone intact as possible. He’d 
never seen a piece of ebony so large before, and he wanted to respect its 
grand size. He envisioned a giant warrior to complement Simber inside the 
front door of the mansion, and began carving ever so carefully. Once he had 
chiseled out my shape, he began the painstaking work of sanding and 
smoothing hundreds of rough edges to give me this sleek, polished look. It 
took him years to finish me.” 

She smiled. “He always called me his most frustrating project ever, and 
he told me he’d thought about giving up on me several times. But then he 
said, ‘Florence, every night, when I wanted to give up on you, and give up 


on my art because it was so difficult, I always told myself that if I still felt 
like quitting in the morning, I could quit. But I had to sleep on it first.’ 

“I remember feeling really strange that he’d admitted this to me. But 
then he said, ‘But, Florence, every time I looked at you after a night of 
sleep, I could only see how beautiful you were, and how much progress I 
had made. And that kept me going.’” 

Florence paused, a bit choked up. And then she continued. “When he 
finally finished me and was ready to bring me to life, he said, he wrote out 
everything he wanted me to be, so he could read it as he was casting the 
spell. He didn’t want to mess up or forget anything after all that work.” 

She smiled and looked at Alex. “I miss Marcus. We all do. And Pll never 
forget everything he sacrificed to make me. But we continue on with our 
memories of him, and you are a worthy successor, Alex. I wouldn’t want 
anyone to take your place.” 

“Heartr! Hearrr!” Simber said. 

Those around the fire murmured in agreement. 

Alex looked down at his hands. He didn’t feel very worthy. “Thanks, 
everyone. I’m just trying to do my best to not make mistakes. It’s hard not 
knowing all the secrets. But I’m getting there.” 

“Well, Alex,” Ms. Octavia said, her pride for her student evident on her 
face, “you did a fantastic job bringing Artimé back from ruin and rescuing 
Samheed and Lani from Warbler. And creating Spike.” She beamed. “I can’t 
wait to see what you do next. You have my full support.” 

“That’s very generous of you, Ms. Octavia,” Alex said. She’d taught him 
so much, yet he knew she could teach him so much more. “I hope you all 
will tell me if you think I should do something differently. I’m really still 
learning, and I count on everyone to help me figure out this job.” He turned 
to Florence. “I’m so glad to know how he made you.” 

Alex looked at the others who had shared stories over the past days. “It 
helps so much to understand what he was thinking and how you all came to 
be. I wish I’d thought to ask before. Talon, you are really cool for 
introducing this storytelling thing to our evenings by the fire. Thanks.” 

Talon reached out to shake the boy’s hand. “It is nothing compared to the 
service you and your people have done for me,” he said. He looked at 
Lhasa, and then at Florence, and spoke from the heart. “You have given us 
new life and new reasons for living. There is not enough thanks in the world 
for that gift.” Talon’s words were positive, but Alex couldn’t help but notice 


the tinge of sadness that went with them. It made him more determined than 
ever to figure out a way to save the giant crab island. 

By and by, the tired creatures, statues, and humans made their way to 
their resting places for the night, until all who remained by the fire were 
Alex, Lani, Samheed, Sean, and Carina. Alex lay on his back on one side of 
Sean’s chair, Lani and Samheed on the other, looking at the stars. 

Alex wished Sky had stayed by the fire. Just having her nearby seemed 
to take some of the ache away. But she stayed away from him. He couldn’t 
blame her at all. He’d been a total jerk to her, not giving her any 
explanation at all for his distant behavior after the Spike and Florence 
incidents. Here, under the stars that he’d so often shared with Sky, it was all 
he could do to stop dwelling on it and try to make conversation, just to keep 
the misery at bay. 

“Are you sure you’re feeling well enough to sail home?” Alex asked 
Sean. 

“Pm ready for anything, really,” Sean mused. “Anything that doesn’t 
require fighting an eel, that is.” He yawned. “It’s been nice resting up on 
this island, but I’m getting a little bored. Isn’t there something exciting we 
can do before we head back?” 

Alex narrowed his eyes. “Like what?” 

Carina looked at Sean in much the same manner. “Yeah, like what? It 
sounds like you have an idea.” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” Sean said. He looked off over the water to the west 
and began to whistle a slow tune. 

Lani propped herself up on her elbow. “What—you want to see what’s 
out that way? Let’s do it! Pm in!” 

Samheed groaned. “There’s nothing out there. It says so in the Warbler 
handbook.” 

“So you trust Queen Eagala?” Carina said. “Her word doesn’t mean 
anything.” 

“Simber said it too,” Alex offered. “But I don’t know if he meant there 
are only seven islands in the world, or just seven in this chain.” 

Sean grinned. “I happen to know that Simber said there were seven in 
this chain. He doesn’t know if there’s anything beyond it.” 

“T can hearrr you,” muttered Simber from somewhere in the darkness. 
But he didn’t deny the claim. 


“And?” Carina prompted Sean. She turned on her side next to Sean in 
the chair, wearing a playful grin. 

“And so I was thinking that we could maybe just go that way and see if 
anything appears on the horizon. Head west for a day, and if Simber still 
can’t detect anything, then we’ll turn around and head back home. 
Whaddya think, Al?” 

“Come on, Alex. Please,” Lani said. “We’re right here—when will 
Samheed ever have this chance to prove me wrong again?” 

Samheed laughed and tugged at Lani’s hair. “Hey, you’re cute and 
funny,” he said. “I like you. Even if you drive me crazy.” 

“Same to you,” Lani said. The two affectionately touched their foreheads 
together, grinning. 

Alex thought about going farther west. It seemed like a fine time to 
check it out, since they were out this way anyway. At most it would only 
add two days to their trip home, and they really hadn’t been gone long, 
though it felt like a lifetime with all that had happened. “I think it sounds 
good,” Alex said. “I’ll check with Simber to see if he has any concerns. If 
he feels good about it, we’ ll do it.” 

“Sounds fine,” came Simber’s response. 

“Hooray!” Lani said. 

“Do what?” said a voice from behind them. It was Florence. She and 
Talon came walking toward them. “What are we doing?” 

“We'd like to go west to see if there’s anything else out there,” Alex told 
her. “If we don’t see anything by the end of the day, we’ Il turn around. But I 
thought it would be nice to check since we’re out this far already.” 

“Hmm,” Florence said with a grin. “Interesting. I’ve always wondered 
too.” 

Lani beamed at Samheed. 

“Stop already,” he said, feigning annoyance this time. 

Florence turned to Talon. “Do you know if there are any more islands in 
that direction?” 

“I have never explored it,” Talon said. “Nor have I seen any ships 
coming from that way—only from the other direction, as you came.” 

“Which doesn’t mean there aren’t civilizations that way,” Carina mused. 
“They might be like you—having no means or desire to leave their island. 
And maybe not even knowing anyone else exists, like the people of Quill 


thought for so long.” Her growing excitement for the adventure was clear in 
her voice. 

“Well, then,” Talon said, “I see no reason why you shouldn’t explore it. 
If anyone is well equipped to handle any situation, it is your team from 
Artimé.” 


DD « « 


It was a melancholy departure on a cloudy morning. Best wishes were 
exchanged between the inhabitants of Artimé and Karkinos, and both 
Florence and Alex stooped down near Karkinos’s face to say good-bye and 
thank you, silently wondering if they’d see him again. 

When they could think of nothing more to do, Alex called, “All aboard!” 
and everyone assembled on the ship and stood at the railing, except for 
Florence, who stood centered on the new portion of the deck, and Simber 
and the squirrelicorns, who flew above. Captain Ahab directed the ship out 
of the crab-claw lagoon and into new waters to the west, with Spike 
alongside. Lhasa blew kisses from shore, while Talon, stoic, held one hand 
on his bronze chest. His eyes were locked with Florence’s. 

Florence put her hand up to signal her farewell, while Simber made sure 
to fly off to the side so he wouldn’t block her view. At last, with Talon but a 
speck on the red-rimmed lump of an island, Florence lowered her hand. She 
looked down at the deck and emitted a sigh, and then sat down carefully 
and stared straight ahead. Alex stood next to her and, after a moment, 
reached up and put his hand on her shoulder, vowing once more to himself 
that he’d do anything in his power to help the Island of Legends survive. 





A Chilling Turn 


Eva Fathom, who had made herself scarce recently even though she 
continued spying on the high priest, stopped Aaron in the hallway on his 
way down the stairs. 

“Where are you going?” she demanded. 

“It’s not your business,” Aaron said. 

“What happened to your shoulder?” 

“What? Nothing.” He shifted it and barely winced at the pain. 

“You’ve been holding it funny for days.” 

“I must have hurt it putting the block wall back up.” 

Eva glared. She knew he was lying. She also knew he still had the two 
heart attack spells in his pocket. And that he’d been going into Haluki’s 
house a lot lately . . . and most certainly using the tube to Artimé. But she 
didn’t know why, or what he was doing during the hours he was away. All 
she knew was that Artimé was vulnerable right now and she had to hold 
Aaron off from doing anything there until Matilda let her know that the ship 
was back. 

“Pm warning you, Aaron,” Eva said, her voice hushed, “if you rush 
into .. . into doing something to harm Artimé, you will risk losing Quill’s 
loyalty. You’ll look like you’ve lost your head. It took Justine years and 
years to get everyone so thoroughly behind her. One false move for you, 
and it’s—” 

“Stop.” Aaron clenched his jaw. “Not another word about it. And you’ll 
address me as High Priest.” 

Eva closed her lips. The two of them stood facing each other in silence. 
Finally Aaron stepped aside and strode past her, down the stairs and toward 
the front door. 

Eva whirled around and watched him go. As he closed the door, she 
hurried after him, hesitating briefly and then blindly rushing outside. 

“High Priest, wait!” 

Aaron didn’t stop walking. 


Eva ran to catch up to him as they reached the portcullis. “Listen to me, 
please!” she said. “Don’t do anything to Artimé. Not just yet. We’ll work 
together to figure out the right time. Pll help you, I promise. Just . . . wait.” 

Aaron stopped walking. He turned, his boots grating against the gravel 
road, and looked at her. 

“Please,” she said again. 

Aaron held her gaze for a long moment. And then he looked at the 
guards who stood at the portcullis. “Guards,” he said, wincing and clutching 
his shoulder, “take her to the Ancients Sector.” 

Eva’s heart froze. “What?” 

Aaron didn’t look at her. “Get busy!” he barked. The guards jumped to 
attention, grabbing Eva Fathom by the arms. 

“No!” Eva cried out. “Aaron, no!” 

But Aaron Stowe, high priest of Quill, turned away from her pleas and 
continued walking through the open gate toward Haluki’s house. 

Eva, eyes wide with fear, strained her neck to watch him go, 
remembering his remorse when he’d done this to his own father. But this 
time he didn’t turn back. He didn’t change his mind. 

The guards nudged Eva toward the palace. When she refused to walk, 
they picked her up by the elbows and carried her to the Quillitary vehicle 
near the door. They opened the door, put her in the backseat, and instructed 
the driver on what he was to do with the woman. 

Eva, silent, faced forward as the jalopy sputtered and chugged down the 
driveway. The shadowy lines of the barbedwire ceiling of Quill crossed 
over her paper-thin skin, each one marking a year of her long life in service, 
many for the bad and fewer for the good. 

When they passed the high priest on the road, Eva didn’t look at him. 
And when he was left in the dust behind them, Eva looked at the driver and 
took in a short breath of recognition. She gathered her thoughts then leaned 
forward. “Sir,” she said in a quiet voice, “is there any chance you’ll take a 
risk for me today?” 

The driver slowed. He glanced over his shoulder at her. It was the driver 
Eva had given extra fruit and vegetables to. He hesitated. “There’s a 
chance.” 

Eva closed her eyes for a moment, and then she opened them again and 
spoke. “Before you drive me to the Ancients Sector, could you please make 
one stop?” 


The driver pinched the bridge of his nose and scratched his head. “All 
right, as long as it doesn’t take too long.” 

Eva blew out a breath of relief and looked at her hands. “I assure you, 
good sir, that it won’t.” 





Panther Goes for a Walk 


From Haluki’s house, Aaron took the tube to the kitchenette, where he 
listened briefly but heard no one. “Good,” he muttered. “Perhaps they’re 
out on the lawn.” He pressed all the buttons at once, then found himself in 
the jungle. 

This time he stayed in the tube until he located the rock. He spied 
Panther lounging on top of it. The panther sprang to her feet and made her 
way nimbly down the rock face, jumped to the ground, and bounded over to 
Aaron, mouth wide open and hissing. 

Aaron stepped back, alarmed. This didn’t look like affection. 

“Tt’s all right,” the rock rumbled. “That’s how she shows appreciation.” 

The panther pushed her face into the tube and bumped Aaron’s hand, 
still hissing. 

Aaron pulled back from the fangs. “Are you sure?” he asked, his voice 
shaking. “Nice panther.” He patted the creature’s back gently as she tugged 
his clothing, pulling him out of the tube and hissing at every move he made. 

Aaron stepped out, trying to make small talk with the rock while also 
trying not to appear afraid of the panther, even though he was. Soon the 
panther bounded up a tree and showed off her ability to balance on even the 
thinnest branches. 

“Interesting,” Aaron muttered. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to 
do. Did the beast expect him to praise her or something? He didn’t 
understand these creatures. “Anyway,” Aaron continued, “I’m back, and I 
thought I’d take a walk. Maybe Panther can come with me so I don’t get 
hurt this time.” 

The rock seemed to think about it. “That would be nice. Okay, Panther?” 

The panther hissed. 

“Well, I guess that’s a yes,” the rock said, chuckling. “Don’t go too far. I 
like Panther to stay nearby so she doesn’t wander too close to. . . you know 
what.” He pointed his peak toward Artimé. “Stay on the jungle paths and 
you won’t get lost.” 

Aaron nodded. “Got it, chief.” 


The rock chuckled, pleased by the title. 

Aaron and the panther set off into the jungle, Aaron trying to stop the 
anxious energy from boiling over. He also needed to put aside his thoughts 
about what he’d just done to Secretary. He could hardly believe he’d done 
it. But she had crossed the line so many times, and Aaron had been too 
lenient with her. He’d let it go too far, hadn’t he? Once the insults began, 
there was nothing else he could do, no matter how she pleaded. She was 
dead wrong, and she wouldn’t stop bugging him with her wrongness. It’s 
not like she didn’t know she was over the line. More than once. 

But Secretary was useful. And perhaps, deep down, Aaron was a tiny bit 
fond of her. She’d helped him out of a jam more than once. He furrowed his 
brow and sighed. He could always stop at the Ancients Sector tonight and 
spring her out of there. They likely wouldn’t put her to sleep until tomorrow 
at the earliest. Maybe having her spend a few hours there would be enough 
to scare her into behaving better. 

That’s it, he decided. That’s what I'll do. PIl just scare her. “But it’ll be 
her last chance,” he grumbled, glad to have that issue resolved. “If she does 
anything else to defy me, it’s over. And that’s final.” He continued on the 
path. Panther occasionally bounded ahead. As soon as they were out of 
sight of the rock, Aaron left the path and picked his way over fallen trees 
and vines until he reached the real path he wanted to be on—the path to 
Artimé. 

“Come on, Panther,” Aaron called, moving faster now. 

The panther hissed, saliva dripping from her jaws. 

Aaron began to imagine the scene: Alex, lounging on the shore with that 
pretty orange-eyed girl. Aaron and the panther entering the lawn from the 
jungle—no one would ever expect them. And if Alex wasn’t out there, it 
didn’t matter. He’d send Panther into whatever crowd there was—and there 
was always a crowd on Artimé’s lawn. “We’ll just scare them,” Aaron said 
to the panther. “Show them that they aren’t the only ones who can 
command a living statue.” 

Panther hissed. 

Aaron picked up the pace when he saw the stream. The path ended there. 
Aaron called out to the panther to follow, and Panther did. They crossed the 
stream and continued on. Aaron began to look for brighter areas so he’d 
know where the forest ended. 


With no path now, it was slow going, but Aaron could tell that the trees 
were thinning. Eventually he could hear birds and voices in the distance. He 
crashed through the brush to the edge of the jungle, where he could see 
Artimé. 

“Come here, Panther,” Aaron said, peering at Artimé’s lawn from behind 
a tree. 

The panther hissed and sat down near Aaron. He stroked the panther’s 
head as he watched the people move about the property, still quite a 
distance away. 

Aaron’s heart raced. The Unwanteds would soon see how powerful he 
was. Yet, in the back of his mind, doubt crept in. Eva Fathom’s words 
invaded his brain. “Don’t move too quickly. Get everything in order first.” 
But Aaron shoved the thoughts aside. 

“We’re just scaring them a little, okay Panther? Don’t. . . don’t kill 
anyone. Not just yet.” 

Panther hissed. 

“Scare them good, though, I mean. Then turn around and come back to 
me.” 

Panther looked at Aaron, and the two seemed to have an understanding. 
At least, Aaron thought so. 

“Ready?” 

Panther hissed. 

“Go!” Aaron cried. 

The panther bounded from the jungle toward Artimé at top speed, jaws 
open wide. 


Surprise Attack 


Eva Fathom got out of the Quillitary vehicle at the gate to Artimé. “Thank 
you,” she said to the driver. “Pl be very quick.” 

He nodded and looked down. Both of them knew he could be sent to the 
Ancients Sector for this if anybody found out. 

Secretary hurried into Artimé, greeting the girrinos by name. They 
narrowed their eyes at her but let her in. She walked down one of the paths 
to the mansion, but then she caught sight of Claire Morning on the lawn 
with a group of orange-eyed children, all with strange scars around their 
necks. The instructor had been teaching the children how to sing. 

Claire did a double take at the sight of Eva Fathom. She rose. “Excuse 
me for a moment, dear children,” she said. “Talk about your favorite songs 
quietly. Pll be right back.” 

She stepped away. Eva met her in the grass. 

“What do you want?” Claire asked. She folded her arms over her chest. 

“Claire, I know Carina isn’t around right now. But I need you to tell her 
something for me.” 

“How would you know she’s not around?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter—it’ll all come out one day, I’m sure.” She hesitated. 
Her chin began to quiver, and she frowned, trying to stop it. She turned her 
face and gazed out at the sea, realizing it would be the last time she’d take 
in its beauty. “I’m being sent to the Ancients Sector,” she said, her voice 
soft. “I was arguing with Aaron, and he got mad, and now I’m... about to 
go.” 

Claire’s mouth twitched. “If you want me to say I’m sorry about your 
circumstances, I’m afraid I can’t. Not after what you did to me.” 

“I don’t blame you, Claire. Though when I spoke loudly in Haluki’s 
home about you and Gunnar, it was on purpose. I wanted you both to know 
the other was there. It’s not much, I’m afraid, but it’s all I can tell you right 
now.” She pressed her lips together. “I’m on your side, though I don’t 
expect you to believe me. I’ve been staying with Aaron so I could keep an 
eye on things.” 


Claire frowned. She glanced at the children, who were talking 
animatedly about their favorite songs. “What is it you want me to tell 
Carina?” 

Eva focused on Claire. “Please, will you tell her I love her and little 
Seth? And that Im so sorry . . .” Her hand flew to her mouth, fingers 
trembling. She took a deep breath and continued, stronger. “Tell her I’m 
sorry I didn’t get a chance to say good-bye. And to explain.” 

Claire looked at the ground. “Pl tell her.” 

Eva pressed her fingers to her eyelids to stop the tears. “Thank you. 
There is someone who can vouch for me. But I can’t say anything more. I 
have to go.” She looked at Claire. “I’m so sorry, Claire. I hope you can 
forgive me someday. And... Liam, too. He’s been appointed governor, but 
he’s faking his loyalty. He’s sick over what he did.” She touched Claire’s 
arm. “Marcus wasn’t supposed to die like that. He and I had a plan... .” 

Claire recoiled from the touch. “How dare you?” 

Eva faltered. “I’ve said too much. My driver . . .” As she stepped back 
and turned toward the gate, she added, “Aaron is plotting an attack. He uses 
the tube. Did Charlie tell you? Because I told Matilda.” Now she was just 
babbling, and it didn’t matter—Claire hated her, and Eva understood why. It 
was senseless to try to explain herself. She dropped her eyes. “Good-bye,” 
Eva said. 

Just then a shout rang out. And then another, followed by a piercing 
scream. Soon screams filled the air. 

Eva turned to look. Bounding toward the group of children was a huge 
black creature with gleaming white teeth and a screech that chilled her 
blood. And behind the creature was a figure in a black cloak running toward 
them. It was Aaron. 

“Aaron, no!” Eva screamed. She ran to the children and began to pull 
them to their feet. “Run to the mansion!” she told them. “Go!” She turned 
around and ran toward the screaming panther, trying to get between the 
beast and the children. With a sinking heart, Eva knew that she didn’t have 
any magical spell components to stop the panther, and her elemental magic 
was of no help—neither rain nor ice would stop the beast, and fire out here 
in the open would only serve to put Artimé in grave danger. 

There was only one thing Eva could do to stop the panther. Her legs 
weren’t as strong as they once were, but with all her energy Eva ran and 


threw herself in front of the children as the panther opened up her mighty 
jaws. 

Claire was scrambling to put up a protective glass wall and herd the 
children to the mansion. As they ran, screaming, Claire looked back over 
her shoulder to see Eva Fathom leaping, putting herself in harm’s way. The 
creature pounced, knocking Eva’s frail body to the ground, and the beast’s 
fangs took hold. 

In the distance, Aaron Stowe watched in horror. What was Secretary 
doing there? “Panther!” he yelled. “Just scare them! Come back! Release! 
Retreat!” 

But it was too late. Secretary was down. And the Panther wasn’t letting 
up. Aaron panicked. “Secretary!” he whispered. He shoved his hand into his 
pocket, pulled out the two heart attack spells, and sent them flying at 
Panther, yelling, “Heart attack!” as he did so. 

The heart-shaped components sprouted wings and flew straight and true, 
hitting Panther in the side. The beast stopped cold, held her position for a 
second, and then toppled over to one side in the grass next to Eva Fathom. 

Neither one moved. 

A second later Artiméans streamed out of the mansion to defend their 
world. Aaron stared. And then he turned around and ran as fast as he could 
back into the jungle. 

With all the children safe inside, Claire rushed back outside and pushed 
her way to Eva’s side. The nurses were already there. But there was nothing 
they could do. Eva Fathom was dead. 

For what seemed like an eternity, no one knew what to say. Eva Fathom 
had sacrificed her life for the sake of Artimé. 

“We should summon Alex so Carina can come,” Claire said quietly. She 
looked at Mr. Appleblossom, who nodded. “She threw herself in front of 
that panther. If she hadn’t, it would have gotten the children.” She shook her 
head, sickened by the frightening beast. “Where in the world . . . ?” she 
said. She’d never seen anything like it. 

The nurses covered Eva Fathom’s body, picked her up, and brought her 
inside the mansion. Claire couldn’t tear her eyes away from the beast lying 
still in the grass. Next to it were two used heart attack components. “Who 
cast these?” she asked, looking around. 

No one claimed the deed. 


“Whoever did it most surely saved lives,” Claire said. But she felt 
uneasy inside. Had her ears played tricks on her, or had she heard Eva 
shouting to Aaron, of all people? Was he responsible for the creature’s 
attack? Or for its demise? Claire hadn’t seen anything in her haste to protect 
the children. 

“Reluctant heroes in our midst, perhaps?” suggested Mr. Appleblossom, 
and then he declared, “May paybacks for a good deed never lapse.” 

Claire frowned, sizing up the creature. It was bigger than a man, but not 
nearly so big as Simber. “I’m pretty sure this panther’s not dead,” she said 
as Gunnar ran out to join them. “She took a double hit, but I believe the 
spell will wear off eventually even if we don’t release it.” She looked up. 
“What’ll we do with her? She’s actually very beautiful when she’s not 
charging toward you.” 

“Look at those fangs!” Haluki said with a wistful smile. He touched the 
panther’s back. “I’m glad she’s not dead. I know her. Pl take her back 
where she belongs.” 

Claire twisted her neck to look at him. “You know her? How is that 
possible? I don’t remember ever seeing her before. Did my father make 
her?” 

“Yes, he did,” Gunnar said, nodding. “Call everyone to go inside, and 
keep them there until the panther and I are long gone. All right?” 

“Are you sure she won’t hurt you?” 

“Tm sure.” Gunnar touched her sleeve. “I’ll be back soon.” 

Claire smiled, and then she turned and ordered everyone into the 
mansion. The people of Artimé lined the windows, peering out, ever so 
curious to know how Gunnar Haluki would tame this wild beast. 

When everyone was safely inside, Gunnar held his hand toward the 
panther and released the heart attack spells. As the panther lifted her head, 
the former high priest spun around. His body blurred, and when he stopped 
moving, a giant gray wolf—with kind blue eyes—stood in Haluki’s place. 

The panther struggled to her feet as the wolf moved to help her. They put 
their heads close together for a long moment, as if the panther and the wolf 
were old friends getting reacquainted. 

When the panther had recovered enough to stand and move on her own, 
the feline and canine friends slowly trotted off to the jungle together. 





To the West 


The ship traveled several hours, Sean peering anxiously ahead from his 
chair on the deck and Lani asking now and then if Simber could see 
anything. 

“Still no,” Simber said. “It is endlessly the same. Waterrr and sky 
meeting at the horrrizon.” 

By late afternoon, Alex grew restless. “Nothing new?” 

“Nothing new,” Simber said. 

Samheed wisely held his tongue. 

Florence kept a constant watch over the sea, forever uneasy on the open 
water since the eel had attacked. And while she was pretty sure Karkinos 
had ended up munching on the squirmy tail end of the eel, no one really 
knew for sure if it was the same eel they’d encountered before, despite its 
increased size, or if there was more than one eel out there. And Florence 
wasn’t about to take any chances. 

“Simber,” she asked suddenly, looking up, “have you seen Spike lately?” 

Simber frowned. “I’m surrre she’s fine,” he said, but he dropped back 
anyway to look for the whale. 

Alex watched him go. When the stone cheetah grew small in the 
distance, Alex turned to scan the horizon for any sign of land. 

Some time later, when Alex went to check on the giant cat, a flash 
caught his eye. Spike’s sparkly spike was reflecting some sunlight. A bird- 
size Simber flew in the air above, heading toward the ship at a lazy pace. 

“They’re coming,” Alex told Florence. The statue seemed relieved to 
hear it. 

At first, almost no one noticed that the ship had begun to go faster. Ahab 
gave a shout, but he was always giving shouts about something, and no one 
paid much attention to him these days. Lani glanced up methodically, then 
went back to her map. 

It was Sean, from his comfortable perch near the ship’s wheel, who 
looked sharply at the captain after the old statue shouted again. 

“What’s that you’re saying?” he asked. 


“The ghost of the whale!” Ahab cried, reaching for the ropes that would 
lower the sails. “She’s got ahold of the ship once more!” 

Samheed rushed over to help Ahab. “What’s happening?” 

“That ghoulish monster has overtaken us,” Ahab mumbled. He yanked at 
the ship’s wheel. 

“But Pirate Island is back the other way,” Samheed said. “Are you sure?” 
He tied down the sails and looked at Sean. “Are we still speeding up?” he 
asked, incredulous. 

“We are,” Sean said, perplexed. 

By now Alex had felt it too, and seen the flurry of activity. “Something’s 
happening,” he muttered to Florence as he passed by her. “Call everyone on 
deck.” 

Lani put away her map and strained to see what was happening. “Land?” 
But she soon realized the excitement had nothing to do with land. 

The ship pummeled over the waves, and the sea turned choppy. Alex 
didn’t understand it. It couldn’t be a storm. In front of them was the same 
sky they’d seen all day, except the morning clouds had all dissipated. Only 
the sea looked different. Whitecaps fizzed and churned around the ship as 
its speed continued to increase. Samheed dodged obstacles as he ran to the 
bow to see what was happening, while Florence began calling out 
instructions to everyone. 

“Simber!” Alex called. 

The stone cheetah looked up from a quarter mile behind them, where 
he’d been flying along with Spike. He and the whale began moving faster to 
catch up with the ship. “What’s wrrrong?” bellowed the cat when he was 
close enough to be heard by the boy. 

But Alex didn’t have time to answer, because from the front of the ship, 
Samheed began yelling. “Holy moly!” he said. “Captain, turn it around! 
Turn it around!” Samheed whirled about, fear on his face. “Somebody 
lower the anchor—we need to stop. NOW!” 

Lani rushed to release and unfurl the anchor. Alex ran to Samheed at the 
bow, slipping and sliding on the deck as spray splashed everywhere. “What 
is it?” Alex asked. “What’s happening?” 

“See for yourself,” Samheed said, distressed. He pointed ahead. 

The place where the sky met the sea no longer seemed like a spot far off 
in the distance as it always had in the past. There seemed to be an end to the 
sea now, and it had grown steadily closer. The ship was barreling toward 


that point. Alex sucked in a breath. “Buckets of crud,” he said. “It’s the 
edge of the world!” 

“And we’re about to fall off,” Samheed said. “At top speed. It’s pulling 
us to it.” 

Alex stared, trying to figure out what to do, what to tell everyone else to 
do. His eyes grew wider with each passing second. Spray and foam created 
an eerie fog that rose in front of them, distorting their view. A sound like 
the constant rumbling of thunder began, and grew louder. He looked over 
his shoulder and shrieked, “Simber!” 

Alex and Samheed looked at each other as they both realized what the 
thunderous noise was. 

“Waterfall!” they yelled together. 

Alex turned to face the ship full of scared faces. “Everybody tie down 
and hang on,” he urged. “Major bumpy ride ahead!” 

Finally Simber caught up to the ship. He swooped in at top speed, with 
the whale not far behind. “Tie down a rrrope and thrrrow me the otherrr 
end!” he shouted. “One to Spike, too!” 

Carina and Sky sprang into action. 

Florence, who needed to remain planted on the deck or risk capsizing the 
ship, called out, “Give me the ropes when you’ve got them!” 

Carina and Sky scrambled to untangle ropes and toss them to Florence. 

Florence wound the first one around a tether on the deck, tying it tight. 
“Here, Kitty,” she said, tossing it high. Simber swooped in and caught it 
with his teeth. Florence tied down the second rope, located Spike in the 
water, and tossed that one to her. Spike grabbed on. 

Alex ran to Sean’s side and began strapping him to his chair, and his 
chair to the ship. “Sorry, buddy. I’ve got to do this,” he said. “I figure you 
can’t swim real well right now.” 

Sean nodded. “Yeah. I wish I could do something.” 

“Don’t be stupid.” Alex gave him a wry smile and punched him in the 
shoulder. “Just hold on.” 

Alex watched as Simber’s and Spike’s ropes began to pull taut. “Hang 
on, everybody!” he shouted. The ship jerked and shuddered, but it soon 
recovered and barely slowed at all as it continued speeding toward the 
precipice. 

Alex looked up at Simber, desperate. “We’re not stopping,” he said. 
“What do we do? Squirrelicorns, assist!” 


Rufus and the other five ’corns flew to take hold of the ropes and tried 
with all their might to pull the ship in the other direction. 

Simber’s face showed little expression, but his eyes were worried. 
Gripping the rope in his mouth, he strained and pulled, unable to speak as 
he tried to turn and fly in the opposite direction. The ship only dragged him 
backward through the air like a kite. 

In the water, Spike held on with her razor-sharp teeth, but it made no 
difference. She was being dragged through the water as if she weighed as 
much as Kitten. They were doomed. 

“Everyone—abandon the goods and tie yourselves to the ship!” Alex 
yelled. “Stay abovedecks!” His worst nightmare was to have someone get 
trapped belowdecks with water pouring in. At least out here, Simber and the 
squirrelicorns could rescue them. Down there . . . Alex shuddered. He 
whipped his head around as the ship began to tremble. The thunderous 
pounding felt like the mad rush of his beating heart in his ears. Through the 
mist he could barely make out the edge of the sea a hundred feet in front of 
them. 

He had to say something to his people, but his magely words caught in 
his throat. They were going over the edge of something, and no one knew 
how far they’d fall. The ship full of people, the statues and creatures all 
battening down and taking cover, Simber and Spike hanging on without a 
hope of saving the ship—Alex had never had so much time to face the 
possibility of death before. 

But he couldn’t die. Not now. Not ever! Finally, he found his voice. 
“Pull!” he screamed to Simber and Spike. “Hang on!” he screamed at 
everyone else. All his words were lost in the thunder. 

“Alex!” Simber shouted, the rope loose in his teeth as he flew closer to 
the boy, a question in his eyes. 

Alex knew what Simber wanted him to do. As the point of the ship’s 
bow neared the edge of the world, Alex stared Simber down. “No,” he said, 
hoping the cat could read his lips. “I stay with the ship.” 

“Then so do I.” 

Alex brought his hand to his chest and held the cat’s gaze as Simber 
slowed and let the rope grow taut once more, pulling with all his might, his 
efforts fruitless, but not giving up. Alex sought Sky, and found her at the 
top of the sails, just where he knew she’d be. Her mother and Crow clung to 
the ropes beside her. 


For the briefest of moments their eyes met, and her look tore Alex’s 
heart in half. And then, as the bow crossed over the edge and the ship 
neared the tipping point, something bright and fiery flew toward Alex, 
stopped in front of his face, and exploded into a picture of a spider painted 
on a stone. 

It didn’t register. 

And then it did. It was a seek spell from Claire. Artimé was in trouble. 

“Siiimber!” Alex cried, his voice lost in the thunder. 

The ship tilted sharply. Alex’s eyes met Simber’s. And they all went 
sailing over the edge. 


The Edge of the World 


They plunged toward the thunder and into the mist, falling at a dizzying 
speed, dragging Simber and Spike and the squirrelicoms with them. Sheets 
of water slapped the Artiméans, batting them about and knocking them off 
their feet as they clung to or hung from the ship. “Hold on!” Alex shouted, 
but his mouth filled with seawater, which choked off the words. 

The ship shook and bounced as it fell, pummeled by rapids. Florence’s 
body slammed against the stern, squashing Ms. Octavia and pinning Fox. 
Sky, Crow, and their mother swung wildly from the sails, trying desperately 
to grab on to the mast with their feet. Lani, Henry, and Carina hung on to 
Sean’s chair for dear life. Ahab clung to the ship’s wheel, while Alex and 
Samheed remained secured to the bow, certain to be the first to hit whatever 
was at the bottom of the drop. 

Second after agonizing second passed as they dropped, their stomachs in 
their throats. Alex felt faint and sick. He couldn’t see anything, couldn’t do 
anything to help anyone except ride out the journey and hope to live 
through it, though the chances of that seemed tinier the longer they fell. 

The ship slammed from one side to the other. The thundering grew so 
loud that Alex thought his eardrums would burst. His whole body shook 
and swung about, and it was all he could do to hang on. 

Then everything shifted. The ship took a second right-angle turn 
forward, slamming everyone with water once more and yanking them 
wildly against their ropes. It took Alex several seconds to realize that they 
were now Sailing completely upside down: The ship and the sea were above 
them, the sky below, and they dangled precipitously as a reverse sort of 
gravity seemed to want to pull them down into the never-ending sky. Their 
speed increased but the thundering noise decreased, and soon Alex could 
hear the cries of his friends once more. He opened his eyes, and through 
splashes of water saw Florence holding on to the side of the ship with one 
arm while Simber attempted to wrap his rope around her leg. 

“Stay strong and hold tight, everyone!” Alex yelled, relieved to know 
that at least some of them remained attached to the ship. “We are still here. 


1? 


Hold on! Take a fresh grip and wrap yourself in the ropes if you can 

They continued upside down for an almost unbearable amount of time, 
and then, just as swiftly as it had fallen, the ship took an upward turn and 
the thundering noise increased once more. Alex and Samheed, hanging on 
to ropes, slammed into the deck and bounced, which gave them momentary 
relief until a few of their shipmates dropped on top of them, unable to hang 
on after the most recent shift in direction. Something furry scrabbled 
straight up the deck and sank its claws into Alex. Instinctively Alex held on 
to it, deducing that it had to be Fox, and then another body slid into his— 
human this time. “Sky!” he cried, but she didn’t answer; or if she did, he 
couldn’t hear her. Alex wrapped his arms around both of them, weaving the 
rope as best he could to secure them against him. Water poured over them 
now. 

Alex held his breath, hoping against hope that Simber had secured 
Florence enough that she wouldn’t come crashing into anyone, for she 
would surely crush any human to death. 

The ship thudded and shook, smashing against Alex’s spine. He wasn’t 
sure how long he, much less any of the others, could hang on. The thunder 
pummeled his ears and rattled his head, and soon he couldn’t tell which way 
was up. He grew disoriented and flustered. Waves of black washed over his 
eyes, and as the ship pounded over the water, Alex’s shaking arms could 
hold on no longer. 

Samheed shouted something near Alex’s ear, but Alex couldn’t make it 
out. 

“What?” he cried. 

Sam shouted again. It sounded like “Crow!” 

Alex looked around but he couldn’t see anything. “Crow?” he shouted 
back. 

Samheed shook his head. “Scroll!” he cried out. He drew a circle in the 
air and put his mouth next to Alex’s ear. “We’re scrolling! Like Mr. Today’s 
scroll feature! In Artimé!” 

Alex didn’t understand. The term sounded familiar, but he couldn’t 
concentrate long enough to remember what it meant. He felt ill. “I 
can’t...,” he said. Another wave of black crossed his vision. He fought to 
keep from passing out, thinking of Sky and how he couldn’t let go of her. 
They had to get through this. Ms. Morning needed help. But how would 
they find home now? Where were they? 


As they rounded a fourth sharp turn forward, bringing them upright at 
last with the sky above and the sea and ship below, Alex could stave off the 
blackness no more. The echoing thunder in his ears became silent. His arms 
fell slack; his head bobbled and sank to his chest. Fox slipped from his 
grasp and slid to the deck, and Sky crumpled to the floor at Alex’s side. 

Alex slumped to the deck, unconscious, arms and legs tangled in the 
rope around him. 

Only a few ears heard the thunder slowly dissipate in the distance behind 
them; few eyes saw the sea slowly grow calm again around the tattered 
ship. Behind them, the horizon was close enough to touch. In front of them, 
the sea and sky stretched on and on. 

When the second flash of light streaked through the air and exploded 
into a painted spider in front of Alex’s lifeless face, it would only have 
taken one clever pair of eyes to notice it and follow the path from whence it 
came, which would point the way home. But the question remained: Had 
anyone seen it? Anyone at all? 

Henry lay stiller than a statue near the stairwell to the lower deck, one 
foot twisted around the anchor rope. From his pocket, a white porcelain 
kitten emerged. She stretched and yawned. She licked a paw and brushed 
the sleep from her eyes. And then she hopped off Henry and onto the deck, 
looking over the destruction that had taken place during her nap. 

She stepped around Sean, who moaned. She moved past the mast and 
sails, where Crow and his mother still clung for dear life. She climbed over 
Florence’s leg and the captain’s chest and a squirrelicorn’s horn, sniffing her 
way across the deck until she saw him. 

She bounded over to Fox, sodden from lying in a puddle, and looking 
like a rat, but smelling like Fox was supposed to smell. She licked his face 
until he woke up, and then she hopped on top of his head. When he stood 
up, Kitten could see over the railing. Fox blinked and shook the water from 
his fur. He walked over to Alex and began licking the mage’s face earnestly, 
trying to get him to wake up. 

Kitten narrowed her eyes, tilting her head this way and that, finally 
noticing a fading streak of light going from Alex off toward the sunset. She 
sniffed it and sat up. She had seen one of those before and knew what it 
meant. She hopped once, as if it would help her see farther, and then hopped 
two more times. 


When at last Fox had successfully licked Alex’s eyes open and the mage 
lifted his head, the streak of light had vanished. Kitten could wait no longer, 
for she did not want to forget. 

“Mewmewmew! Mewmewmew!” she cried. She lifted her paw out over 
the endless sea, pointing the way home—or at least the way to Ms. 
Morning .. . wherever she happened to be. 
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Prologue: Under the Sea 


What did he look like?” growled the old pirate captain with hooks for hands. He 
slammed one of the hooks on the table in front of the slave, and it made a garish 
clang. “Who is responsible?" 

Daxel said nothing. He couldn't speak. None of the slaves that the pirates had 
bought from their friend Queen Eagala could speak. 

But Daxel could write, and the pirates knew it. Still, he stared at the map and 
the blank pieces of paper in front of him and shook his head. 

The captain struck Daxel with one of his hook hands, leaving a ghastly white, 
jagged cut in the slave's forehead. Daxel cringed and recoiled. A second or two 
later, the gash turned red and blood began to drip from it, down his cheek and 
onto his tattered shirt. 

Another pirate, who'd been standing at the glass wall staring out at the 
broken, now-empty aquarium, turned swiftly and picked up the map. He shook it 
in the slave's face and slapped it down on the table. “Where did they come from? 
An island? Or the outside?” 

Daxel closed his eyes. He could feel his forehead pulsing, and resisted the 
urge to wipe away the blood—not that he could reach his face, since his wrists 
were chained to the arms of the chair. There was only enough slack to reach the 
pen and paper on the table in front of him. The pirates can burt me all they want, he 
vowed. He would never betray his friend Copper. 

Out of nowhere came a blunt slam above his ear. Daxel gripped the arms of 
the chair and wished for enough slack in the chains to strangle all the pirates. 

He tried to block out their growly noises, and fielded blows for a very long 
time, until he was faint with pain and loss of blood. But he wouldn't give the 


pirates what they wanted. 

It was only when the hook-handed captain bent down near Daxel’s face, close 
enough for the slave to smell his rancid breath and hear his wicked, whispered 
threat, that Daxel's orange eyes opened and pooled with fear. 

The captain straightened and barked out an order: “Bring the others in here!" 

Daxel's breathing grew shallow as all but the captain and one other pirate 
stormed out of the room. He watched them go, his hands shaking, chains 
rattling. Agonizing minutes passed until the pirates returned, each gripping two 
Warbler slaves by the arms. The pirates lined up the silent workers shoulder to 
shoulder in front of Daxel, and they held daggers to their hearts and cutlasses to 
their necks. The faces of the youngest slaves showed the most fear as they stared 
with pleading eyes at the man who held their fate in his hands. 

Determination drained from Daxel's fighting spirit. The captain returned to 
his side and tapped the map and the papers in front of him. “This is your last 
chance to answer our questions,” he said. "Or do you want us to hurt your 
friends?" 

Some of the Warblerans stood stoically, but others couldn't mask their terror. 

Daxel struggled to breathe. Sweat mingled with the blood on his forehead. I'm 
so sorry, he said in his mind, like a prayer. He was left with no choice. 

The rattle of the chain when he reached for the pen was startling in the silent 
room. Stalling for time, even though he knew no one could or would save him 
and the other slaves, he studied the map. Seven small islands in a slightly 
inverted V-shape, and a large hunk of land to the west of them. 

The captain poked his hook into the slave's back. "You have five seconds 
before one of them becomes food for the eels,” he said. He pointed to the 
youngest slave, whose eyes widened in terror. 

Daxel's heart pounded and his head swam. When he leaned forward, a drop of 
blood splattered on the table. He could hardly hear the captain's countdown for 
the rushing sound in his ears. There was a shuffle of feet across the room as a 
pirate prepared to take the first victim. 

Daxel gripped the pen in his sweaty hand, touched it to the map, and slowly 
drew a circle around the middle island, which the strangers who rescued Copper 
had spoken about. 

The captain spoke softly in the slave's ear. There,” he crooned. “That wasn't 
so hard, now was it?” 

Daxel refused to react. 


The captain straightened up. He strolled to the glass wall and gazed out. 
"Now all we need in order to let your friends go back to work is a little 
description of the leader responsible for this disaster.” He pointed a hook at the 
empty aquarium, and his face took on a horrible, pained expression. "Years and 
years of searching and collecting . . . and so. Much. Money,” he said, tapping the 
glass with each word. “All of it, gone.” He shook his head. "We might not be 
able to afford to feed the slaves anymore. If they live, that is.” 

Daxel stared at the blank paper. 

The captain sighed loudly. “Come on now, Daxel. Do we really have to go 
through the countdown again?” He moved lithely to the slave's side once more. 
"I'm so impatient. It's not likely I'll give you any warning this time." 

The slave sucked in a breath. Sweat and blood stung his eyes. He gripped the 
pen and began to draw. A jawline. A swath of hair. A face. 

"That's more like it,” said the captain, leaning over the slave, watching 
intently as features began to emerge. "You have such talent,” he said in mock 
praise. 

Daxel drew and drew, knowing his life, and the lives of the slaves before him, 
depended on it. Forgive me, friend. 

When he finished, he set the pen down, his gaze never straying from the 
drawing. Two fresh, innocent eyes bore into his soul. 

The captain deftly slid the paper between his hooks and studied it. And then 
he began to chuckle. Softly at first, and then the chuckle rolled and crescendoed 
into a deep, hearty, sinister belt of laughter. He showed the drawing to his pirate 
companions and they began to laugh too. 

When the captain could breathe, he hooked a handkerchief from his breast 
pocket and wiped his face with it. As he put it away, he declared, “This will most 
certainly be the easiest attack in our thousand-year history, comrades. For the 
dreaded man we seek? He's nothing but a boy!" 





In Tatters 


When Alex opened his eyes, he saw a blurry image of Fox standing before him on 
the deck of the Unwanteds’ pirate ship. Kitten stood on Fox's head, mewing at 
the top of her voice. The sound grew distant and then faded altogether, and the 
young mage’s lids drooped once more. 

Fox stepped on Alex's thigh and licked his face, trying to get the boy's eyes to 
stay open. Kitten pointed over the bow with one tiny paw, still mewing. 

Alex groaned. He was soaking wet and his entire body ached. His arms were 
tangled in rope, and he couldn't pull free. And Fox's driftwood tongue was harsh 
on his skin. He lifted his head to move away from it and squinted in the sunlight. 
The world swam before his eyes. 

"Mewmewmew"" cried the tiny porcelain kitten. Alex didn't have a clue what 
she was saying. 

Fox began loosening the knots that held Alex to the ship's bow. He paused to 
translate, “Kitten is wondering if you are okay. She considers you to be one of 
her very, very special friends, and—" 

"I'm okay," Alex interrupted. He coughed. Salt water burned his throat and 
nose. Fox worked at the knots with his teeth, and soon one of Alex's arms was 
free. Fox moved to the next, and when that one came loose, Alex plunged 
forward and put his hands out to catch himself. 


"Thanks, Fox. You're a good, um, cat,” he said, which pleased Fox immensely. 
Alex's arms wobbled. He pushed himself up and locked his elbows, then turned 
gingerly to a sitting position. He coughed again and winced. “And speaking of 
cats, please tell me the big one is around here somewhere.” 

Simber flew over from a short distance away when he heard Alex's voice. The 
enormous stone cheetah glanced out over the water and narrowed his eyes. “I 
am. But we'rrre missing someone else.” 

Alex struggled to his feet, alarmed. “Who's missing?” 

“Octavia.” 

Alex's breath caught. He scanned the waves. “At least she can swim.” 

"Yes. But I'm not surrre wherrre we lost herrr. If it was back at the 
beginning . . ." Simber trailed off. 

Alex wasn't at all sure how far they had traveled since their ship began the 
insane journey down a thunderous waterfall. When they'd reached the bottom, 
they'd gone screaming around a forward turn so that they were sailing upside 
down, and then another forward turn, climbing straight up a different waterfall, 
and around one final forward turn, bringing them upright again, depositing them 
here—wherever “here” was. It was the most frightening ride Alex had ever been 
on, and he wasn't sure how he'd survived it. 

"Oh no,” he said softly, thinking about the highly regarded octogator being 
battered about in the surf. Especially since she hadn't fully recovered from her 
ordeal with the eel in the aquarium under the volcanic pirate island. “How will 
we find her?” He rose on shaky legs and rubbed the rope burns on his wrists. 

"Spike is out therrre calling forrr herrr. Hopefully she'll shoot up the 
waterrrfall like the ship did.” Simber was silent as his gaze swept the surface of 
the water, looking for the blue whale's sparkly horn, but he didn't see it. The sea 
grew calm, almost glassy, and the ship inexplicably moved away from the up- 
waterfall from whence they'd come, into the open water. 

"Ah, wait a moment,” the giant stone cheetah said. His regal neck stretched 
upward, and his eyes narrowed. He flew higher and sampled the air with a 
delicate sniff. After a moment, he nodded. “Yes. Herrre comes Spike now with 
Octavia. She's the last one.” The frown on his face softened, and he let out a sigh 
of relief, which almost never happened unless things had been very, very serious. 

Alex, his brain still fuzzy, wondered how long he'd been unconscious, and 
what else he'd missed. He strained to see the two creatures, but they were too far 
away for his eyes to detect. Instead he looked around as the fog in his head 
began to clear. The ship was in tatters. Ropes and nets still held various humans, 


creatures, and statues who had tied themselves down to keep from flying about. 
And some members of their party were definitely broken. Captain Ahab's hand 
held on to the ship's wheel, but the rest of him was nowhere to be seen. 

“Captain?” Alex called out. 

“Aye,” came the gargly reply from the deck behind the ship's wheel, where 
the captain lay in six or seven pieces. "I live. My wretched existence shall waste 
away another day.” 

"He sounds about normal,” Alex muttered, and mentally checked Captain 
Ahab's well-being off his list of concerns. He caught Samheed's eye. “You okay?” 

Samheed was easing his way to his feet nearby as Fox chomped at the ropes 
around his wrists. "Ugh. Major headache.” Once freed, he staggered and grabbed 
the railing for support. “Where's Lani?” 

Alex looked up at Simber for the answer. “And Sky?" His pulse raced when he 
remembered that sometime during the horrible ride he'd been holding on to her. 
The fear cleared his head. 

"They'rrre both fine. Helping the injurrred. Everrryone is batterrred but alive 
thanks to Spike.” The cheetah swooped down to the water to pick up Ms. 
Octavia from Spike's broad back. 

"Mewmewmew"" cried Kitten. 

Fox began to interpret, but then glanced at Simber and closed his mouth. 

Alex shook his head. “I don't know how any of us lived through that, 
whatever it was.” He stepped carefully to the railing and used it to steady 
himself. The water sparkled with the sun hanging low over it, making a pale 
yellow path in front of them. “Are you sure you're okay, Sam?” 

Samheed nodded and limped over. “I think so.” 

"We're still heading west,’ Alex mused. “Unless it's morning now.” He 
narrowed his eyes and wished for a better sense of direction. "Where are we? 
How do we get home? Do we have to go through that thing again to get back?” 

"I doubt we'll have to go through it again,” Samheed said. “I'm pretty sure that 
was a scroll feature. We're on the other end now.” He rubbed the back of his 
throbbing head. His fingers came away sticky with blood. "Ick." 

Kitten hopped and mewed again. 

Alex ignored her, completely puzzled by Samheed's words. "What do you 
mean, scroll feature? Other end of what?” 

Samheed wiped his fingers on his shirt. “I mean it's like the scroll feature Mr. 
Today turned on in Artimé whenever new Unwanteds arrived to keep them from 
getting lost or eaten in the jungle. I rode on it our first day, remember?" 


Alex frowned. He remembered Samheed getting mad and stomping off, away 
from the group, but he'd never asked what had happened to him. “I didn't care 
much for you back then, you know.” 

"Likewise," Samheed said with a smirk. “I don't think I actually told you guys 
what happened. But it was sort of like what we just went through, only on a 
much smaller scale." 

"You mean you scrolled on a waterfall and didn't tell anybody about it? Are 
you joking?” 

"Not a waterfall—I wasn't on water in Artimé, I was on land. It was like... 
like I got sucked down a hill that rotated, and my feet were stuck to it, so even 
when I was upside down, | didn’t fall anywhere.” He pursed his lips. “Picture 
Kitten with her feet glued to the ship's wheel. If we turned it, she'd stay stuck to 
the wheel all the way around. It's kind of like that—I just went around, and it 
brought me to the other side of Artimé." 

"So... you're saying that we went around the world? And now we're . . . where 
exactly?” Alex looked left and right at the vast, open sea. 

Samheed shrugged. “My guess is that since we began scrolling when we were 
as far west as we could be, beyond the Island of Legends, we're now as far away 
from the Island of Legends as we possibly can be. We're... we're . . . east.” 

"MEW. MEW. MEW." 

Everyone turned to look at Kitten, whose tiny face was furious. She pointed 
with her porcelain toes toward the bow of the ship. 

"She says—" Fox said. 

"She says,” Simber interrupted, “that Ms. Morning's seek spell came frrrom the 
west. Arrrtimé is that way.” 
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East of the Sun 


Mex cringed. The seek spell from Claire Morning—it had come just as the ship 
plunged over the waterfall. He'd forgotten all about it. It could mean only one 
thing: Something was wrong in Artimé. 

And here they were, in a broken-down ship with a broken-down captain 
somewhere far from home, in a part of the sea they'd never traversed before. No 
one knew exactly how far away they were. All they knew was that there were 
three islands on this side of Quill and Artimé, just like there were three on the 
other side. If these islands were spaced out similarly to the ones on the west side 
of Quill, it could take many days for the battered ship to limp home. 

As Alex contemplated, Lani's head appeared in the stairwell. “Alex,” she said, 
her face full of concern. "Glad you're finally awake. Got a big problem. There's a 
hole in the ship. We're taking on water fast. Sky suggested we try a glass spell to 
cover the hole.” She paused for breath. “I think it might work, but I don't know 
how to cast that one.” 

Alex looked at Sam. “Can you do it?” 

Samheed nodded. “I'll go. You figure out what to do from here.” 

A moment later, Carina Holiday approached. “Alex,” she said urgently. Her 
pixie hair was wild, sticking up in all directions. "Sean's not doing very well.” 

Alex's face lit up with concern. “Where is he?” 

"Still tied to the ropes. Follow me.” 

Alex hurried after Carina. When they reached Sean, whose leg had been 
badly broken by a giant eel on the living-crab island called Karkinos, they knelt 
at his side. Lani's younger brother, Henry Haluki, was there already, measuring a 
small amount of liquid from a vial and pouring it carefully into Sean's mouth. 


Sean's face twisted in pain. Sweat dotted his upper lip and forehead. 
"What happened?” Alex said. 


“Bumpy ride,” Sean said between short gasps of pain. 

Carina reached for Sean's hand, and he gripped it tightly. “It's his leg, 
obviously,” she said. "He's having almost as much pain now as when he broke it.” 

Alex pressed his lips together. “What do we do?" he asked Henry. 

Henry held the bottle of medicine to the light, frowned, and put it into his 
pocket. He moved to examine the makeshift splint the Unwanteds had made for 
Sean's leg. “Every move this ship makes," Henry said with grave authority, "feels 
like a knife stabbing his leg. We have to set it again.” 

"No," Sean whispered. His eyelids fluttered, but the medicine was beginning 
to work. “Hurts . . . so much . . .” He closed his eyes. 

Henry looked at Alex. "And then we have to get him home.” 

Alex nodded. “As soon as we can figure out how to do that, we'll be on our 
way.” 

"No," Carina said. "He needs to go right away.” 

Alex frowned. “Look, I know he’s in pain, but there's no way to turn this ship 
into a speedboat. We have a leak, Captain Ahab is in pieces, and Ms. Octavia is 
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"Alex," Henry interrupted. “You don't understand. We're almost out of 
medicine.” 

Alex sat back. “What? How could that be? I thought you brought a lot." 

"We had plenty for a trip to rescue Sky's mother,” Henry said, sounding a 
little defensive. “But then we kept going, and we used two whole bottles on 
Lhasa before Kitten brought her back to life. And Sean's been taking it regularly 
for days. Even after all of that, we would have been fine, except we lost the 
medical bag when we went over the waterfall. So all I have left is what was in my 
pocket.” Henry, who was quite young for having such excellent healing abilities, 
blinked hard, as if he were trying not to cry. “I should have hung on to the bag 
better.” 

Carina patted his shoulder. “You did just fine." 

"Yes 


reassured him. “I understand—I'm not blaming you for anything. I was just 
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and you saved one bottle, which Sean desperately needed,” Alex 


surprised.” He sucked in a breath and blew it out, thinking hard about how to 
handle things. "How long do we have?" 

"I've got a few drops left in this bottle,” said Henry. "Not enough for a full 
dose when this wears off, but it'll help him get through the rest of today.” 

"Oh boy,” Alex muttered. He doubted there was a way they could get home 
in several days, much less by nightfall. 


"And we need to set his leg now, while he won't feel it as much.” 

Alex blew out a heavy, frustrated breath. Setting Sean's leg had been bad 
enough the first time. He looked around and saw a slightly bedraggled Ms. 
Octavia coming toward them, almost appearing to float through the air on her 
many tentacles. Alex waved her over. 

Henry filled her in on the plan and explained how they were going to do it. 
Ms. Octavia wound two tentacles around Sean's leg and Alex held Sean's upper 
body steady. At Henry's command, Ms. Octavia pulled while Henry and Carina 
set the leg. Sean cried out in his sleep. Once the leg was set, Alex rushed over to 
help Carina replace the splint and secure it. 

When Henry and Carina no longer needed him, Alex slipped away to assess 
their situation, beckoning Ms. Octavia to join him. “I need you to fix Captain 
Ahab as soon as possible,” he said. "We're out of medicine. We need to get Sean 
home.” 

"Do we know where we are?” she asked. “How far is home?” 

Alex shook his head. “I don't know for sure. We think we're at the easternmost 
end of the world. But all we know for sure is the direction that Ms. Morning's 
seek spell came from." 

"So the seek spell doesn’t require us to go back the way we came, around the 
world?" asked Ms. Octavia. 

"Thankfully, no," Alex replied. “It must have rerouted once we made it 
through the waterfalls. It was gone when I woke up, but Kitten saw it before it 
faded away.” 

"Well that's good, but we're still a long way from Artimé, and the ship is 
barely moving. What will we do with Sean in the meantime? He'll need 
something for the pain.” 

Alex looked up at the top of the battered mast, where six squirrelicorns rested. 
"I was thinking maybe the squirrelicorns could . . . you know, take him. Back 
home." 

The two looked at each other—once teacher and student, now peers solving a 
dilemma. After a moment Ms. Octavia shook her alligator head. “The 
squirrelicorns aren't like Simber—they can't fly indefinitely. We don't know 
what's out there or if there's any place for them to land if they need to rest.” 

"Oh," Alex said, his thoughts whirling. "Right. Of course you're right.” He 
pushed back a lock of tangled hair that had fallen over his eyes and sighed, 
defeated. "Then I guess there's no other choice,” he said, turning to gaze at 


Artimé’s grand protector who circled the ship above. “But it worries me. I just 
wish it wouldn't leave us so vulnerable." 

"You mean Simber?” Ms. Octavia said, her voice grave. 

Losing Simber was the last thing Alex wanted to do. He had no idea what 
dangers awaited them. But it was the only way to save Sean. He nodded slowly, 
even as his gut twisted. “We'll have to make our way home without him.” 


Aaron Loses Someone Important 


As he ran away from Artimé through the jungle, the High Priest Aaron Stowe 
tripped over a root and fell hard to the ground. He lay there for a minute, 
panting, trying to get the horrible image of Secretary being attacked by the 
panther out of his mind, but he couldn't. 

He touched the pocket where the heart attack spell components had been. 
The fabric lay flat against his leg now. Had he killed Panther? He wasn’t sure. All 
he knew was that after that attack, there was no way Secretary was still alive. 
And it was his fault. 

It was almost like he'd murdered the woman himself. 

His chest tightened. He sucked in a breath and choked on it. He tried to tell 
himself that she'd have died eventually anyway since he'd sent her to the 
Ancients Sector. But it wasn't the same—because he'd actually seen her die, which 
somehow made it more real. Besides, his plan had been to get her out of there 
again. To scare her into being more obedient. The plan had backfired. 

"It's ber fault,” he said weakly. He pressed his elbow into the moist jungle floor 
and sat up. "What was she doing in Artimé, of all places? If she'd gone to the 
Ancients Sector right away like she was supposed to, she'd still be alive. 
Probably, anyway.” He couldn't catch his breath, and his chest wouldn't stop 
hurting. He didn't know what was wrong with him. Only that he wanted 
Secretary back. 

He got to his feet, eyes stinging, and stumbled toward the clearing where the 
tube was, hoping beyond hope that the rock was nowhere in sight. He had to 
get out of there. He had to go home. 

Finally he reached the clearing and saw the little dog swinging by his teeth 
from tree branch to tree branch. There was no one else there. Aaron hid behind 


a tree and waited for the dog to move out of sight, and then he ran for the tube 
and stepped inside. When he turned to push the button, he caught sight of 
something moving toward him through the jungle. It was the panther, as alive as 
she'd ever been. Beside her was a large gray wolf. 

The wolf's cool, blue eyes met Aaron's, and for a brief moment Aaron felt like 
he'd seen the creature before. But of course he hadn't. And he had no desire to 
see it ever again. He slammed his hand down on the button and disappeared, 
spending less than a second in the mansion’'s tube before redirecting himself to 
Haluki's house. 

In no time at all, the high priest was making his way out of the house, up the 
gravel driveway toward the portcullis, and past the guards to the palace. Inside, 
he shoved past Liam Healy without a word, leaving the new governor 
speechless, and continued to his office, where all was quiet. Too quiet. 

Aaron closed the door, walked to his desk, and sat down. Then he dropped 
his head into his hands and stayed still for a very long time, thinking about 
Secretary. Thinking about how he'd made yet another rash decision, and he'd 
messed up again. Thinking about how there was no fixing this. Not this time. 
Because the woman who always fixed things for him was dead. After a while, the 
pain in his chest grew so large that it began to push its way out in low groans 
and ugly sobs. 

Aaron's only friend in the entire world was dead. 

What was he going to do without her? 





Meghan Gets Mad 


When Gunnar Haluki returned and the confusion from the panther attack on 
Artimé finally began to clear, three truths emerged: 

Eva Fathom was dead . . . and she appeared to have been on Artimé’s side all 
along. 

Aaron Stowe had unleashed the panther, but he'd also released the heart 
attack spells to stop its attack. 

Meghan Ranger was one seriously ticked-off Unwanted, and she'd had about 
enough of Aaron Stowe. 

Her component vest pockets bulging, Meghan marched past the girrinos at 
the gate without a word and headed into Quill, up the road toward the palace. 
Every step she took brought her simmering anger closer to its boiling point, and 
by the time she reached the palace, she was in no mood to converse with the 
guards who stood there. Before they could issue a challenge, she hit the men 
with scatterclips that sent them flying backward, pinning them to the portcullis. 
She finished with a silent spell and left them hanging noiselessly as she released 
the lock and slipped inside the grounds. 

At the entrance, Meghan dog-collared each guard with clay shackles. After 
only a moment's hesitation to take in the unfamiliar surroundings, she 
straightened her vest, headed up the stairs, and began opening doors and looking 
inside rooms until she happened upon the right one. 

Aaron emitted a small gasp when he heard the noise at the door, and Meghan 
thought she detected a hint of hope in his face. But it soon turned to confusion 
and perhaps even fear. 


Meghan didn't care. Hope, confusion, fear—none of it mattered. Before he 
could move, Meghan flung a handful of scatterclips at him. He and his chair 
soared backward and stuck to the wall. His arms stuck too, spread out, leaving 
him helpless. 

"Wha-a-a-t?" Aaron asked. He sniffed wildly and tried to wipe his eyes on his 
shoulder, but he couldn't quite reach. 

Meghan stepped right up to him, her face pinched in disdain. “I saw what you 
did. What is your problem?” she said, not caring that she spoke the words loud 
enough to be heard outside the office. "I hope you know Eva Fathom is dead! 
Where did you find that horrible panther creature?" 

Aaron stared. “It—it was a mistake,” he said. It made him feel weak to say it, 
and he didn't like that feeling at all. He cleared his throat and changed his tone 
to something much more menacing. “I intended to kill you all,” he said, lifting his 
chin. “And if you don't release me immediately, I will do just that.” 

Meghan’s sneer melted in confusion as the scatterclips clattered to the floor. 
The sudden freedom took Aaron by surprise. He scrambled off the chair, tripped 
over its leg, and fell. He looked startled for a moment, then his countenance 
cleared, and as he got to his feet, he seemed quite pleased with himself. 

“How did you do that?” Meghan demanded. She pulled more spells from her 
vest pockets, ready to fight. 

"Yes, Aaron. How?" came a voice from the doorway. "I'm so curious." 

Meghan turned to see a red-faced, eyebrowless woman stepping into the 
room. The girl eased back, pointing spells at Aaron and the woman, but neither 
seemed to take any further notice of her. The two stared at each other. 

"Do what, Governor? I didn't do anything,” Aaron said, his voice cool. He 
wiped the dust from his pants. “This Unwanted is such a failure that she can't 
even cast a proper spell.” 

Meghan’'s jaw dropped in indignation, but she remained silent, fascinated by 
Aaron's lie. She hadn't cast a bad spell, and she hadn't released it. Aaron had. 
Whether he knew it or not remained to be seen. But clearly the woman in the 
doorway had seen it, and was keen enough on magic to know something strange 
had just happened. 

The woman walked in. "Who are you?” she asked Meghan. 

"Who are you?" Meghan replied. She held a backward bobbly head, ready to 
fling it at the woman if she got any closer. 

I'm Gondoleery Rattrapp, of course. Tell me, nameless girl, did my eyes 
deceive me? Or did our fearless leader just release himself from a spell you cast?” 


The woman stepped closer to Meghan. 

Meghan's eyes darted to Aaron, who gave her a small, panicked look, which 
confused Meghan dreadfully. What was going on here? “If you take one more 
step toward me,” Meghan warned Gondoleery, “TH—" 

With that, Gondoleery pointed at Meghan. A tiny fireball shot from her 
fingertip, hitting Meghan in the shoulder and singeing her sleeve and the ends of 
her hair. 

Without thinking, Meghan cast the bobbly head at Gondoleery and shot a 
highlighter spell in Aaron's eyes, blinding him. And while Gondoleery's head 
spun a hundred and eighty degrees, bobbling loosely, and Aaron cried out in 
pain and pitched into his desk, Meghan Ranger ran from the office, down the 
stairs, and out of the palace like her life depended on it, passing Liam Healy in 
the entryway. He turned and watched her go, confused. And then he sprinted up 
the steps to Aaron's office, finding Aaron and Gondoleery looking most peculiar. 

When Gondoleery Rattrapp’s head was finally on straight and she could think 
clearly once more, she faced Liam and Aaron, whose sight was beginning to 
come back. 

"Is it true what she said?” Gondoleery asked. “Eva's dead?” 

"What?" cried Liam. 

Aaron wasn't sure if he could speak. He was glad he could blame the 
highlighter spell for his moist eyes. “It's true," he said finally. “She was killed 
by .. ." Aaron's thoughts whirled. “By a creature in Artimé,” he said carefully. 

Liam's shock turned to disbelief. "Why? How could that happen? That's 
against everything they stand for!" 

"Artimé attacked and killed the secretary to the high priest?” Gondoleery 
cried out, dumbfounded. “And you just stood here and let that Unwanted cast 
spells on us? What kind of pathetic ruler are you? She could have killed both of 
us, leaving Quill at their mercy!" Gondoleery moved her face close to Aaron’s— 
so close he could feel draconic heat emanating from her pores. “You are a terrible 
leader!" 

Aaron stared at her. He could smell her rank breath. 

“Gondoleery,” Liam said quietly. “Step back.” 

"Yes," Aaron said, coming to his senses, his chest heaving. “Back off 
immediately. Or I'll summon the guards.” 

Gondoleery cackled, and a bit of spittle landed on Aaron's cheek. He 
narrowed his eyes and wiped it away. After a moment, she took a step back. 
"You're a scared little dog,” she said. "You're afraid to attack Artimé, aren't you? 


Aha, you are!” She laughed again. "You know, if you don't take control of Quill 
soon, somebody else will, and happily.” 

The words cut Aaron hard because he knew they were true. He had failed to 
keep the Restorers together. He'd failed to train the jungle animals to do his 
bidding and the panther ended up killing the only person he actually cared 
about. There was only so much more he could do before somebody figured out 
he didn't have a clue how to run Quill . . . especially now, without Secretary by 
his side. 

But he couldn't show any weakness—not in front of Gondoleery. Not now, 
when she had seen him release the spell. His magical abilities bad to remain his 
secret weapon. "My dear Gondoleery,” he said, his words like ice, “if you don't 
get out of this room immediately, I'll send you back to the Ancients Sector where 
you came from.” 

A flicker of fear crossed Gondoleery's face before her self-assured smile 
returned. She extended her singed fingers, examined them, and loudly cracked 
her knuckles, knowing she had nothing to worry about. Still, she made no reply, 
and after a moment, she turned and marched out of the office. 

Aaron let out a breath and dropped into his chair. 

Liam moved to speak but Aaron shushed him. “You too,” the high priest said 
eruffly. “Out.” 

"But . . . about Eva—what happened?” 

"I said get out!” 

Liam hesitated, fists balled in frustration and grief, and then turned on his 
heel and left. 

Once Aaron was alone, the realization was almost too much for him to take. 
Gondoleery was so right it hurt—Aaron was a terrible leader of Quill. He didn't 
know what he was doing. He made hasty decisions that had awful, senseless 
outcomes. He started things that had potential, but he continually failed to 
follow through. And now, the worst thing of all had happened. Gondoleery had 
figured out his secret—he was a complete and utter failure. 

And he was scared to death. 
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A Painful Truth 


În board the ship, Octavia quickly weaved a large square hammock out of rope 
while Alex talked over the plan with Simber. When the hammock was finished, 
Alex and Octavia spread it out on the deck, and then they and Carina lifted Sean 
and gently lowered him onto it. Simber glided above the deck and let his legs 
hang down low so Alex and Carina could attach the four corners of the 
hammock to them. They tested the rope to make sure it was secure, and then 
tied a few more ropes to one side of the hammock, tossed them up and over 
Simber's back, and attached them to the other side to be completely certain Sean 
would be safe and secure. Hanging in the hammock would give Sean a fairly 
smooth ride, or at least that's what everyone hoped. 

Carina grabbed a bag of necessities and climbed on the cheetah's back. She 
would accompany them. 

“Come back as soon as you can,” Alex said to Simber. He tried not to sound 
anxious. “We'll be fine out here, I'm sure. I hope you can find us." 

The stone cheetah growled in response. Alex knew Simber didn't want to 
leave, but he had no choice. Slowly the statue ascended with his strange-looking 
cargo. Carina tapped her fist to her chest and gave a solemn wave, and soon she, 
Simber, and Sean were on their way home. 

Home. It seemed like forever since they'd been in Artimé. Alex stood at the 
bow and watched the three grow small against the blue canvas of the sky, and 
tried not to think about all the things that could go wrong without Simber there 
to save them. 

"Alex!" Lani called from the stairs, breaking his reverie. Her hair was 
disheveled and her clothes dripping wet. She followed Alex's gaze and saw the 
dot in the sky. “Ah, they're off, then,” she said softly. “Poor Sean.” 

"You heard?" 


"Yes," she said. “The ship feels so naked without Simber overhead. Makes me 
nervous.” 

Alex nodded. “I'm nervous too.” They watched the dot disappear, and when 
Alex was sure there was nothing more to see, he sighed and looked at Lani, 
dripping next to him. 

"Oh," he said. “Sorry—I was lost there for a minute. How's the leak? What can 
I help with?" 

Lani touched his arm. “Nothing. Just coming up to give you an update. The 
hole is patched for now, at least. We're bailing out the rest of the water.” 

Alex shoved his worries about Simber aside for the moment. He had more 
pressing matters right below his feet. "Do you need help?” 

"No, it's crowded enough down there. Thanks, though.” 

"Sure," he said. “Octavia is looking for the rest of the captain's body parts so 
she can put him back together, and Florence is repairing broken railings, 
equipment, and sails. We should be on our way soon.” 

"We'll have to take it slow. We don't want the waves to break open our patch 
job." 

"I know.” Alex looked at her. "Is Sky... 2” 

Lani offered a sympathetic smile. “She's fine. Working hard. We all are." 

"Of course I know that." 

Lani cringed. "We're all fine, | mean. Just bruises and scrapes." 

"Oh. Yes, Simber told me. I'm glad." 

Lani held Alex's gaze for a moment. “Just give her some space,” she said 
quietly. "She says you two weren't meant to be. She's given up on you. But I don't 
know.” She looked over her shoulder down the stairwell. “I've got to go. There's 
a lot of water. I'm working on creating a larger sponge spell to try and soak it up 
that way, but I don't have the right components here on the ship.” She turned 
and headed down the steps. "Maybe a bigger bucket spell .. . nah. Too heavy. 
Come on, Haluki,” she chided. “Think it through.” Her mumblings grew too soft 
to hear. 

Alex watched her go and almost went after her to see the damage, but 
decided to heed her advice. Her blunt words hurt—Sky had told Lani that she'd 
given up on him? It made him feel terrible. After a moment Alex began to pick 
up broken chunks of the railing and other items strewn about the battered ship, 
flinging them a bit harder than he intended into a pile on the deck near Florence. 

But why wouldn't she give up on him? He deserved it. Things had been tense 
with Sky before their harrowing journey around the world, and it was his fault. 


Completely. He knew that. He'd realized that he liked her so much that he 
couldn't seem to do his job properly. Whenever she was around, he got 
distracted. He'd made a lot of mistakes, like when he almost killed Spike before 
she had a chance to really live. And when he'd been too careless to find out if 
Florence could swim, which had caused intense worry for days when Florence 
was captured by the giant eel. These were big mistakes. Life or death mistakes. 
The kind he couldn't afford to make again, not under any circumstances. All of 
which had led to awkward tension and a vast failure on his part to communicate 
the problem to Sky. 

If only he could explain it to her. But according to Lani, he didn't have to 
now. Sky had given up on him. 

He stared long and hard at the pile of rubbish on the deck, hardly 
remembering that he'd built it. Of course she'd given up on him. She wasn't the 
kind of person to wait around for someone to be done acting out all of his 
foolishness. If Alex couldn't tell Sky the truth, at least she could be free to find 
whatever it was she wanted from life, whether alone or with someone else. And 
as long as threats to his people existed, Alex would have to keep away from 
romantic relationships. 

It was for the best. Alex had a million other things to do, and there was no 
way he could keep making such enormous mistakes with all of the Artiméans’ 
well-being at stake under his leadership. 

Even so, his heart twisted and pain shot through him in a most deep and 
intense way, more painful than any injury he'd ever sustained, because it came 
from inside. And while the pain surprised him, it brought with it an even more 
shocking revelation. For the truth was that in the time since the girl on a raft had 
washed up on shore, Alex Stowe, Unwanted, head mage and restorer of Artimé, 
in the midst of turmoil from all sides, had slowly—and quite tragically—fallen in 
love. 

And, unlike Sky, he was having quite a lot of trouble falling out of it. 


The Pieces Begin to Come Together 


A few days later in Artimé, Meghan sat on the lawn with Ms. Morning, Mr. 
Appleblossom, and Gunnar Haluki. They had much to discuss. 

"Is it too soon to be concerned about Alex and the ship?” Ms. Morning asked. 
"Shall I send another seek spell?” 

"It might be just a little premature," replied Mr. Appleblossom in his 
traditional rhyming iambic pentameter speech. “And we don't want to worry 
them, do we? I'll visit poste d'observateur to check if there is any ship out there to 
see.” 

Meghan flashed Ms. Morning a curious glance. 

Ms. Morning smiled and explained, “Ever since he climbed up Florence to the 
top of the gray shack, he can't get enough climbing, so he's been visiting the 
mansion rooftop daily to watch for Alex. He calls it his observer position.” 

Mr. Appleblossom cleared his throat and looked pointedly at Ms. Morning. 

"Poste d'observateur,” Ms. Morning said carefully, trying not to mangle the 
strange words. "He thinks it’s some other language.” 

Mr. Appleblossom beamed. 

"What, from another island you mean?” asked Gunnar. 

“Another island or another world, it is unknown; the truth remains unfurled.” 
He pointed to the book on the table next to him, which he'd gotten from the 
vessel that crashed into the sea near Artimé some weeks before. 

“Anyway,” Meghan prompted, "Mr. Appleblossom is right. I think if we send 
another seek spell it'll make us seem like we're in scads of trouble when all we 
really want is to let Carina know about her mother's death.” She paused. “Which 
is kind of a big deal too, of course. But we've only used that spell in times of 


danger, so I bet they'll be imagining the worst. We don't want them to botch up 
the mission on account of them rushing to get back here." 

"All right, we'll wait,” said Ms. Morning. “Now, what is this I hear about you 
going into Quill? Did you see your parents?” 

Meghan scowled in the direction of the girrinos, who apparently couldn't 
keep a secret. "Not exactly,” she said. She knew Ms. Morning would be mad if 
she found out what had happened at the palace with Aaron and Gondoleery 
Rattrapp. It had been reckless of Meghan to go there alone, and she could have 
gotten killed. "I just, um, went for a walk like my brother often does. When he's 
here, that is. Obviously." 

Ms. Morning, seemingly distracted, accepted the explanation. She looked at 
Gunnar. “I'm still not sure what to think about Eva Fathom. Do you believe what 
she said? That she was on our side?” 

"I do," Gunnar said. "Marcus told me about the plan he had with Eva to fake 
his death and take control of Aaron. It all backfired when Marcus and you took 
the tube to my house in Quill and Aaron was there. That unfortunate turn of 
events was out of Eva's control.” 

"But all that time she knew you and I were being held captive! She knew and 
she didn't do anything about it!" 

Haluki smiled grimly. “She let me know you were there. I don't know if I 
would have survived without that information.” 

Claire Morning looked at her hands. “But why wouldn't she rescue us?" 

"I don't know for sure,” Haluki said, “but I believe she was doing the best she 
could under the shocking circumstances. She couldn't help us, not with the 
others there. Not without risking everything.” 

He scratched his chin thoughtfully and went on. “She had to prove her 
loyalty to Aaron so he would tell her things. She'd been the one keeping us 
informed since she went back to work as Secretary. Matilda can only hear so 
much from the closet where Aaron stashed her, and then only what happens in 
the office. Eva was our second set of ears. She stopped Aaron from doing a 
number of very stupid things. I just wish . . ." He trailed off, thinking of the old 
woman. "I will miss her. She was a good woman, and we need to let Carina know 
that. I'm sure it broke Eva's heart to keep the truth from her daughter. But she did 
it for the sake of Artimé.” 

Ms. Morning frowned. “How did she keep us informed? She hadn't been on 
the premises for months until she came rushing in here the other day." 


Meghan listened, holding her breath. She didn't know any of this, and she felt 
very important to be a trusted part of this conversation. 

Gunnar glanced sidelong at Meghan. His look told her this was a secret she 
should keep. “Eva had a confidant. Someone she met with regularly to exchange 
information. I am quite sure that person will vouch for her.” 

Ms. Morning sat up, indignant. "Why doesn't he or she come forward, then?" 

"Because he's on the ship,” Gunnar said in a low voice. 

"You mean Alex?” Ms. Morning asked. 

"It must be,” said Meghan. 

Gunnar Haluki looked down. 

Mr. Appleblossom, silent all this time, brows knit together in concentration, 
soon leaned in confidently and looked at Meghan. “The confidant would not the 
head mage be—for who else but Sean Ranger? It is he.” 

Meghan gasped. She looked at Ms. Morning, whose lips parted in wonder. 
They both turned to Haluki. 

"Is it?" demanded Ms. Morning. 

"My brother?” asked Meghan. 

Haluki's silence gave no answer. But Meghan thought his eyes said yes. 

"Well what about Liam Healy, then?” Ms. Morning asked after a while. “Eva 
mentioned him. That he was on our side. I hardly believed it, but now . . . I'm 
not sure what to think." 

"Liam's loyalty is something I know nothing about,” Haluki said gruffly. He 
hesitated, looking carefully at Ms. Morning. “I only know how poorly he treated 
you.” 

Ms. Morning looked at the grass. "Don't worry,” she said bitterly. “I haven't 
forgotten that.” 

Meghan, sensing tension, looked anywhere but at Haluki and Ms. Morning. 
As Meghan craned her neck, pretending to admire the budding trees near the 
shore, she spotted something in the sky. 

"Look." She squinted, then got up and ran toward the beach, while Mr. 
Appleblossom headed for the corner of the mansion and climbed sprightly up 
the side of it to his observation tower on the roof. 

The spot grew bigger. “What in the world?” Meghan whispered. 

"Hurrry!” came the familiar roar from the dot in the sky. “Prrreparrre forrr 
incoming wounded!" 





Island Number Five 


The ship drifted slowly to the west with the current while the people on board 
grew restless and tired of fixing things. It had been days since they'd raced over 
the waterfall. Water continued to seep in through the edges of the patched hole 
in the ship, and sometimes the pressure of the waves knocked the glass out 
completely, causing a blast of seawater to fill the bowels of the vessel at an 
alarming rate. Samheed and Alex had cast more glass spells than they could 
count, and everyone else was getting sick of bailing around the clock. Sleep 
came in snatches, and on the minds of everyone was Simber's glaring absence. 

One of Captain Ahab's ears was still missing and probably lost forever, and 
his head rattled a bit, but there was nothing Ms. Octavia could do to stop it 
short of taking his entire head off, and she didn't want to risk doing that at sea 
when they needed him at the wheel. Half-deaf, the captain spoke even louder 
than usual, and his nonsensical outbursts put everyone on edge. 

Spike surfaced now and then, staying near the ship in case she was needed, 
and always eager to learn more about the ways of the sea by watching and 
listening. 

Florence was unusually quiet and lost in thought as she repaired things on the 
top deck, no doubt revisiting in her mind the island of Karkinos and its 
inhabitants, most specifically the bronze giant Talon, whom she'd grown very 


fond of. She thought often about the dying crab and racked her brain to think of 
something the people of Artimé could do to help. But so far, she hadn't come up 
with anything. 

Energy was down all around. Not unlike Karkinos, the ship had pretty much 
turned into a floating island with no other land in sight. 

In the quietness of the late afternoon, Lani took a worn map from her pocket. 
It was the one she'd been studying throughout the journey to Pirate Island and 
the Island of Legends. She'd been convinced the map held a secret to what lay 
beyond the string of seven islands, for on the map, to the west of a staggered 
row of seven dots, was a drawing of a much larger piece of land. That land was 
what she'd hoped to find on their journey beyond the westernmost island, 
Karkinos. 

Now she studied it one last time and shook her head. There was no larger 
land to the west. The world was only seven islands, and the map was probably 
just something some writer imagined in her world of make-believe stories. Lani’s 
theory had been wrong, and Samheed had been right. Oh, how she hated to 
admit it! But with her chin held high, and making sure Samheed was watching, 
Lani took a fire-breathing origami dragon from her component vest pocket, 
commanded it to light, and used it to set the corner of the map on fire, intending 
to let the ashes whirl around and fly off to meet the sea. 

But Samheed didn't gloat—he sprang into action. He grabbed the map, threw 
it to the deck, and stomped the fire out. Then he picked it up and handed it back 
to Lani, smoothing the blackened corner and seeing that the map was still fully 
intact. "You should keep this,” he said. “It might not be what you thought, but it 
could still be important.” He put his hands on Lani’'s shoulders and pulled her 
close. They stayed together, talking quietly for a very long time. 

Alex noticed them and paused to watch their intimate conversation from his 
spot at the stern, where he continued to retreat to despite the fact that Simber 
was no longer hovering above. Feeling lost and alone, he sighed softly and 
turned to stare out over the sea. 

Sky also noticed the couple and looked away. After an awkward moment 
standing near the stairwell, pointedly not looking at Alex, she descended to 
check on her mother, Copper, whom they'd rescued from the pirate island. Soon 
after, Crow and Henry, who had been watching and snickering at Sam and Lani 
from behind a crate, lost interest in the mushiness and snuck belowdecks too. 

As darkness crept over the ship, the exhausted sailors, creatures, and even the 
young whale failed to detect in the distance what Simber no doubt would have 


noticed, had he been there. It was the easternmost island. 
And it was not a nice one. 


t 





Aaron Grows Desperate 


Aaron lifted his head from his desk. His hair was disheveled and his jawline wore 
an uneven layer of fuzz. Shadows hung below his bloodshot eyes. The desk was 
strewn with recent sketches—this time of Quillitary vehicles and soldiers. 
"There's no other way,” he muttered, stabbing the drawings with his pencil. “I 
need their help. And there's no more time to waste.” 

Gondoleery had said out loud what Aaron had refused to admit to himself all 
this time—that he was going to lose everything. His power, the palace. . . 
probably even his life if he didn't do something drastic. And fast. 

In retrospect, this was probably something Aaron should have done from the 
time he'd been kicked out of university, but back then there was no way it would 
have worked—after all, the Quillitary soldiers had been the ones who removed 
him. But now? Maybe. There was a chance. 

All Aaron knew was that if his new plan didn't work, he might as well throw 
himself into the Great Lake of Boiling Oil, because he'd be more unwanted than 
the Unwanteds themselves. 

He'd already sent Liam and Gondoleery out on the streets of Quill to spread 
the word about the new threat from Artimé, having them preach far and wide 
that one of the magical land's creatures had killed his beloved Secretary. And 
he'd pushed aside the twinge of guilt that went along with the little white lie. 
Technically the panther was a creature of Artimé if Mr. Today had created it. 
And it lived in the jungle, which was a part of Artimé. So it seemed a fair 
assessment. He just conveniently left out the part where be had been the one to 
unleash the wild beast. 


His mouth went dry as he remembered the horrible scene that had kept him 
up every night since it happened. He couldn't understand why he kept thinking 
about it. For much of his life he'd been able to push thoughts aside, because the 
laws of Quill required it. Sure, he'd had dreams about his brother now and then 
even though it wasn't allowed. He'd felt something when Justine had died, even 
though he wasn't supposed to. But Secretary . . . something about her death tore 
apart his insides in a way that was foreign and extremely frightening. 

He stood abruptly and began ripping his drawings into tiny shreds and 
throwing them into the trash bin. "No!" he shouted. But even he wasn't sure why. 

"Secretary! | require a meeting with the Quillitary—" He stopped short and 
set his jaw. The old habit of calling for her seemed impossible to break. He had 
no one now. 

There was a noise in the hallway, and soon Liam appeared at the door. “Can | 
help you, sir? | mean, I heard you calling. I'm happy to, um... assist... ." 

Aaron looked at Liam. “Yes,” he said. "Yes, indeed. Get me a driver. I need to 
visit the Quillitary.” He paused. As Liam turned to go, Aaron added, “Come with 
me.” It was a demand, not a plea. 

"Certainly," Liam said. "TII fetch a driver now." 

Ten minutes later the man who had driven Eva Fathom to her meeting with 
death was driving Liam and Aaron to the place where all the weapons in Quill 
were kept, as well as all the people who knew how to use them. 

Liam focused on his hands, folded in his lap. His eyes were bloodshot from 
mourning Eva Fathom’s death in private. But now he knew he had to step up and 
do what she'd prepared him to do. 

"May I suggest, High Priest," Liam said tentatively, looking up, “that we stop 
at the Favored Farm on our way? A basket of nuts and produce might be a 
welcome gift to the Quillitary general.” 

Aaron scowled. He thought about it for a while as the vehicle puttered along. 
It sounded like something Secretary would have suggested, and she was usually 
right with such things. "Fine," he said. 

Liam leaned forward to tell the driver, who maneuvered the vehicle to the 
side of the road and made the stop. 

"TIl take care of collecting the goods,” Liam said. 

Aaron remained in the car, staring sullenly out the window at the wall that 
surrounded Quill while Liam fetched an enormous burlap bag full of nuts, fruits, 
and vegetables. When the driver got out of the vehicle to help Liam load the 
produce into the back of the old jalopy, Liam palmed him some oranges. 


The driver glanced at the backseat to make sure Aaron wasn't looking, then 
slipped the oranges inside a hidden compartment in the trunk. “Th-thank you,” 
he said in a voice so soft Liam could scarcely hear him. “I'm sorry about 
Secretary. When I saw what happened, | had to go. I had to—for my—" 

Liam held a hand out. “I know," he said, his voice quiet too. "She wouldn't 
have wanted you to get into trouble.” He glanced at the car. “We need to go.” 
The two exchanged a look of trust and returned to the vehicle. 

"Let's get on with it, then,” Aaron said. He was cross and a little bit anxious to 
get the Quillitary visit over with. And he was disgusted by having to ask the 
Quillitary for help after the way they'd rejected and ridiculed him and kicked 
him out of university. As they proceeded, he continued to stare moodily out the 
window at the dingy wall that encircled them, wondering what was going on 
beyond it, but glad he didn't have to face that fear. 

As they neared the Quillitary, Aaron's thoughts moved toward wondering 
whom exactly he'd have to grovel to. Who was in charge now? He hadn't visited 
the Quillitary since before he and Justine had discovered Artimé. After the 
battle, the Quillitary had been very angry with Aaron for messing everything up, 
and they'd blamed him for Justine’s death—it was no wonder that Aaron wanted 
nothing to do with them. Aaron hadn't paid any attention to them ever since. 

But now that a meeting was imminent, Aaron realized he had absolutely no 
idea what had been going on behind the closed doors of the Quillitary since 
Quill's defeat. It struck him finally how odd it was that he, the high priest of 
Quill, wasn't exactly sure who was leading the Quillitary or what they'd been 
doing in the yard all this time. All he knew was that General Blair, notorious for 
tossing the dead body of his own son Will into Artimé, had been killed—Aaron 
had read it on the death post in the burial grounds more than a year before. 
Perbaps, thought Aaron, the new general will be easier to deal with. 

With that in mind, it was all the more surprising when Aaron and Liam got 
out of the jalopy, opened the Quillitary gate, and entered the yard for the first 
time in a very long time. For not only was everything quite different from what 
Aaron remembered the last time he was here, but striding toward him at an 
alarming pace was the very last person Aaron had ever expected to see. 


> 


The Return of the General 


Aaron and Liam stepped back in shock. 

"General Blair," Aaron said under his breath, trying to keep his composure as 
much as one could expect to when a huge angry man you thought was dead 
came barreling toward you. Was it a ghost? 

"Who invited you?” boomed the towering general. He wore a threadbare 
Quillitary jacket that strained at the shoulder seams, and his shirt placket was 
open to mid-chest. As he drew close, Aaron gaped at the jagged red scar that 
swept from his ear to the hollow of his throat. One end of it looked swollen and 
angry. 

"We came of our own accord,” Aaron said, trying not to look at the hideous 
scar. Was that pus oozing from the swollen end? Aaron's stomach churned. He 
focused on the general's sun-chapped face. The man had distinct wrinkles now, 
and his hair was decidedly gray in the parts that framed his face. “And you'll 
address me as High Priest,” Aaron added. His voice wavered but his confidence 
returned. "I thought you were dead.” 

"Apparently I didn't stay that way for long,” the general growled. “What do 
you want? Excuse me... | meant, what do you want, High Priest?" he asked, a 
sneer in his voice. 

Liam's eyes widened but he remained scared speechless. 

Aaron lifted his chin. "Keep working on that,” he said lightly. He picked up 
the large sack of produce and nuts from the Favored Farm. 

"Why, I'll...” General Blair's threat died in his scarred throat. 

"I've brought you a gift.” Aaron opened the sack and showed General Blair. 

The general remained skeptical. “In exchange for what?" 

“Nothing at all," Aaron said. 

Liam found his voice once more. "It's just a gift,” he added. “Nothing, um—" 


"Who are you?” interrupted the general. 

"Liam Healy, sir. Governor, that is. | mean Im a governor. Not you.” Liam 
cringed and was silent. 

General Blair looked him over. “Ah, yes. I heard about you." 

"Oh?" Liam asked weakly. "From whom?" 

The general didn't answer. 

Aaron let his gaze wander past the hulking man to the stations of workers 
who had begun clanking metal together once more or working on broken-down 
Quillitary vehicles. "You've changed things," he said. “How are the vehicles 
running?” 

“Poorly,” General Blair said, his voice retaining its sharp edge despite him 
taking the sack from Aaron. 

Aaron stepped forward and then turned. “Do you mind if I have a look?" 

The general glared. “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. 

"You see,” Aaron continued, acting as if conversation had suddenly become 
his strong suit, "I know a little bit about these things.” He walked over to a 
soldier working on a vehicle and looked under the hood. “You need something 
more slick to make this work properly. Rain water just won't do. You may 
remember that I once suggested using the Great Lake of Boiling Oil—" 

"Yes, and how did that turn out?” boomed the general. It was clear he didn't 
like Aaron nosing around his soldiers, undermining him. 

"Not well at all," Aaron said. He saw his opening, took a breath, and lied his 
face off. “I'm sorry about that, and about . . . Justine. | am. Truly. I never 
expected my plan to impersonate my Unwanted brother would result in Justine's 
death. I was foolish.” He didn't think he could say anything more without 
gagging, so he closed his mouth and left it at that, hoping it would be enough to 
win the man over. 

General Blair frowned. “Yes, you were very foolish. Too foolish to have in my 
Quillitary, which was why—from my deathbed—I ordered you removed from 
the university.” 

Aaron nodded. It was as he'd thought. “But I did have some good ideas back 
then." He pointed to the sack of goods from the Favored Farm. 

The general harrumphed. 

"And I have some today.” Aaron inspected the vehicle more closely, and then 
slowly walked around to the other side and leaned over the engine, saying 
nothing more. 


Liam followed the high priest's lead, having no idea what he was looking at 
but pretending to be quite absorbed in what he saw. 

“Hmm,” Aaron said eventually. He straightened and looked around. At one 
end of the yard was a house, where General Blair most likely had taken up 
residence in order to remain hidden from the rest of Quill. 

Aaron turned suddenly. “Why hasn't it been announced that you are alive? 
Your name is on the death board." 

"I know." The man frowned again. "Artimé believed me to be dead from that 
Unwanted boy's attack. And I was close, but I'm too stubborn to die.” 

Aaron nodded and remained silent, hoping the man would go on. 

He did. “When I recovered," the general said, “I decided it was better for 
everyone to believe I'd been killed. And because of it, no one has expected the 
Quillitary to be doing anything at all without me. It's kept visitors away. Until 
now," he said wryly, softening a little. “I wish it to remain a secret, because when 
my Quillitary has fixed our vehicles and become well-equipped enough to battle 
Artimé once more, I'd very much like to see the look of shock on Samheed 
Burkesh's face when he sees me . . . right before I kill him.” 


A Potential Alliance 


Aaron's and Liam's eyes widened at the general's statement—Aaron’'s in delight, 
Liam's in fear. But Liam remained quiet, focusing intently on the rusty, dust- 
covered engine before him. 

Aaron, containing the thrill of excitement that threatened to leap out of his 
throat, merely nodded. "So you're out for revenge on Samheed. Well, he 
certainly has it coming.” 

"Yes," the general replied, drawing a finger across the wide scar on his neck, 
"he certainly does.” 

"You know, General Blair,” Aaron said, “you and | have very similar goals. If 
we worked together, don't you think the battle day would come a lot sooner?” 

The Quillitary soldier paused in his work and squinted up at the general, then 
hurriedly resumed working. 

General Blair narrowed his eyes at Aaron. “Follow me," he said abruptly. 
"Please, High Priest," he added diplomatically. 

Aaron, smiling inwardly, nodded to Liam to pick up the bag of goods, and 
together the two followed the general into his house. It looked very much like 
Haluki’s house, not nearly as sparse as the Necessary housing. 

"Sit." 

Liam held out a chair for Aaron, then set the bag on the table. Aaron urged 
him with a nod to empty the bag, so Liam began setting the fruit, vegetables, and 
nuts in a makeshift display that would, with any luck, keep General Blair on 
speaking terms. 

"You don't have any Quillitary soldiers in here protecting you?” Aaron asked, 
surprised. 


"They saw who you were when you arrived. Sorry to say no one’s afraid of 
you.” He laughed. 

Aaron frowned and sat up straighter. He opened his mouth to explain just 
why they all should be afraid of him, then hesitated. 

Liam, whose senses had finally returned to him, stepped in. He waved his 
hand over the goods. “Twenty pieces of fruit, a cornucopia of vegetables, and 
enough nuts to last you many weeks,” he said. 

The general picked up a handful of nuts. He broke one open with a small 
hammer, picked the meat from it, and tasted it. “Not bad," he admitted. He ate 
another. And another. 

Aaron forgot about being offended and stared at the almonds, lost in thought. 

"So, High Priest," the general continued while chewing and swallowing, “you 
said you know something about engines. I rather doubt it, but perhaps you'll 
surprise me.” The general popped the rest of the handful of nuts into his mouth 
and then grabbed an orange and peeled it. "Never seen so much food in one 
place before," he muttered. “Sure beats having to send someone out to the 
Favored Farm every day for four measly items. Waste of time.” 

Liam looked sidelong at Aaron, who was clearly concentrating deeply on the 
pile of nuts on the table. “It surely does," Liam said. “High Priest Aaron, do you 
have anything to say about engines?” 

Aaron startled. “What?” He looked at Liam. 

"The general asked you what you know about engines." 

"Oh. I, uh . . .” Aaron trailed off, still deep in thought. And then he looked 
straight at General Blair. “General, I think I can fix the oil issue. It'll help you get 
the fleet of broken-down vehicles back in service again so you can be prepared 
to fight Artimé once more.” He leaned in. “If I do that for you, will you work 
with me on a plan of attack?” 

The general looked even more skeptical than before. 

Before General Blair could say no, Aaron hastened to tell the general about his 
plan to enclose all of Artimé into Quill once he'd taken over the magical land, 
and he promised the general a section of the mansion, should they succeed. 

At those words, Liam's lips parted a little in surprise, since by offering a 
portion of the mansion to the general, Aaron ensured the governors a smaller 
stake in the place. But he said nothing. 

When Aaron had finished, he sat back. “What do you think? Can we work 
together?” 


The general scratched his chin and glared. "I'm still not convinced working 
with you would do me any good. You'll probably mess everything up. But more 
importantly, how do I know you aren't a coward? Will you have the courage to 
do what needs to be done in order to succeed? Your track record is pretty bad.” 

"I managed to become high priest,” Aaron said. "That doesn't seem very bad 
to me.” Still, a wave of fear washed through him. He couldn't screw this up—it 
was his last option. “Look, General Blair. It's true I've made mistakes; I've already 
admitted that. But I've learned from them. You can trust me. ['l]—I'Il—I'll do 
whatever you say," he said recklessly. 

"Oh, will you now?” For the first time, General Blair smiled, showing his 
sharp, yellowed teeth. “Prove it.” 

"I will," Aaron said. “What do you want me to do?" 

The general put his elbows on the table and leaned forward, staring hard at 
Aaron, his hideous scar pulsing to the beat of Aaron's own heart. "Son, do you 
know the reason why we lost the battle last time?" 

Aaron tried not to flinch, but the scar was getting closer and closer to Aaron's 
face. “Because Justine was killed—' 

"No!" General Blair shouted, slamming his hand down on the table. 

Aaron and Liam jumped. 

"No," the man said again, pointing at Aaron's face. "Not because Justine was 
murdered.” He stood abruptly and lurched forward, his hands on the center of 
the table and his face inches from Aaron's. "We lost because we couldn't sneak up 
on Artimé. We walked right through the gate, our vehicles going single file into 
their battlefield, and we couldn't get back out again. We lost," he seethed, 
"because the High Priest Justine wouldn't let me do what I needed to do to 
succeed.” 

Aaron gulped. The general's breath was hot on his face. Shaking, Aaron 
pushed his chair back and rose slowly to his feet. It took him several seconds 
before he trusted himself to speak. “General Blair, what is it exactly that you're 
asking me to do?” 

The general straightened up, his face blotched red and purple. When he 
spoke, his voice was one of quiet anger. “I think you understand quite well what | 
am asking you, High Priest. | want you to take down that blasted wall.” 





Shipwrecked 


Spike Furious, the whale that Alex created in the Museum of Large, was an 


intuitive creature, so she was the first to sense danger. “Where is the Alex?” she 
asked from alongside the ship in the darkness. 

Alex's eyes flew open. “I'm here. At the back of the ship." He scrambled to his 
feet and peered over the side, but he couldn't see her. He couldn't see much of 
anything. A troubled wind stopped and started. The stars were hidden, and only 
a hint of moon lit their way tonight. 

"Something bad is coming,” Spike said. “It is not a waterfall.” She spoke simply 
and without fear, for she was a very new creature who was still learning the ways 
of the sea. Each experience the Artiméans went through gave Spike the 
information on which to build her predictions. 

“How do you know it's bad?” asked Alex. His eyes grazed the sky, where a 
faint glow from the moon revealed a thick layer of clouds. Clouds were a rare 
sight for the people of Artimé, and immediately Alex wondered if they had 
something to do with Spike's premonition. 

"I can feel the badness tugging at me. It's like the waterfall, but different.” 

The sky lit up with a flash, followed by a low rumbling. Alex thought he saw a 
mass of land in the distance. He trained his eyes on the spot and waited for 


lightning to come again. “It's just a storm, Spike. You're safe under water. I hope 
it doesn't get too rough though, or we're going to be in trouble.” 

"It's tugging at me.” 

Alex frowned, not sure what the whale meant. Maybe there was an undertow 
churning below the surface. He glanced at Florence, who was watching him with 
concern as she listened to the conversation. 

Lightning flashed again, and this time Alex clearly saw the outline of an 
island, closer than he ever expected. “Captain!” he shouted, waking up several 
others in the process. 

Captain Ahab, whose rattling head was still missing an ear, hadn't been the 
same since before the waterfall. He couldn't hear well, his balance was off, and 
rumor aboard the ship was that his head must have hit the deck pretty hard . . . 
about a hundred times. He also dozed off occasionally, which actually gave the 
rest of them some peace and quiet. 

Now, though, he jumped to attention. “Is she there? Do you see her?” 

“Captain,” said Alex, “it's land. We've reached the easternmost island. See?" 
Lightning lit up the sky again, and a light spattering of rain began to fall. The 
wind picked up. “Can you guide us there? A storm is coming.” 

"What? What? Aye, how treacherous be the night storm,” muttered the 
captain, looking all around. “Rocks! Rocks! Everywhere! May as well toll the bell 
and surrender to death himself!” 

The rain fell harder. 

"Well, can you steer clear of the storm without picking up speed? I don't want 
the glass patch to break again, so we've got to keep it slow.” 

Florence, who had been aligning her gaze with the looming land whenever 
lighting lit the sky, spoke up. “Guide us in over there, Ahab. To the north side, 
see? When we get close enough for me to touch the sea floor, I'll step out and try 
to guide the ship around the rocks from below." 

The captain mumbled something unintelligible as thunder exploded and the 
crew came to life, tying down their personal goods. The sea grew rough. Rain 
pelted down at a furious pace. The wind whipped about, and lightning played 
out more and more frequently. 

At the next earsplitting crash of thunder, the Artiméans needed no 
instructions—they sprang into action. Samheed, Lani, and Octavia headed 
belowdecks to keep an eye on the leak. Sky, Copper, Crow, and the others 
secured the ship. Henry came up the stairs to the main deck to see if Alex 
needed him. The storm grew, and the wind began to sing around Alex's ears. 


"Stand by, will you?” Alex shouted to Henry, grateful for the extra set of eyes. 
"Look at the land when it's lit up—we're moving awfully fast. We're heading 
straight toward it!” 

Henry squinted and shielded his eyes from the rain. "The storm is centered 
right on top of the island; did you notice that?" 

"Yeah," Alex said, “and it isn't moving. But we definitely are—right toward the 
rocks.” He looked at Florence as the rain poured down, sounding like a thousand 
drumbeats on the deck. She leaned over the side, making the boat shift with her 
weight and almost throwing Alex off balance. 

“Florence!” he called. In a flash of lightning, Alex could tell the warrior was 
talking with Spike. He motioned to Henry to follow him, and the two 
maneuvered their way on the tilting vessel over to Florence. Waves roiling in all 
directions, seemingly undecided on their path, slapped at the ship, splashed up, 
and soaked them. 

"We're being pulled toward the island!" Florence shouted when the boys drew 
near. "Spike is having trouble hanging on to us!" 

"I thought we were moving way too fast," Alex muttered. “Why isn't Captain 
Ahab doing anything?” 

"I don't think he realizes it. He's not well, Alex." She gave him a serious look. 
"I think you need to take over the ship's wheel.” 

Alex looked at Florence in alarm. “Me? I don't know how to steer this thing!" 

Florence pointed at the island in the flickering light. "We're turning, see? 
Watch the island. We're moving in a circle around it, picking up speed.” She 
looked at Alex. “Take over. I'll coach you. I'd do it myself if I could reach the 
wheel, but I need to get centered on the deck for everyone's safety, especially 
now that the waves are swelling.” She shifted carefully back to center, trying to 
counterbalance her weight against the rocking ship. 

Alex nodded—there was no one else who could take Ahab's place, so it was 
up to him. If only Simber were bere! he thought. Simber would have seen this coming before it 
was too late. "Henry," he said abruptly, turning to the boy, “I need you to distract 
Captain Ahab and coax him away from the wheel. I don't know how happy he'll 
be to leave his post right now.” 

"I can do it,” Henry said. 

They braced themselves against the wind, and as the ship rocked, they 
lurched along with it until they reached the captain. Henry distracted the statue, 
suggesting to him that the whale he sought might be on the other side of the 
ship. 


When they'd moved away, Alex grabbed hold of the wheel and peered into 
the storm. Florence called out instructions and Alex did his best to follow them 
and try to turn the ship away from the island, but at every lightning flash he saw 
they were growing closer and closer. Soon their wide circling of the island 
became a tighter spiraling motion around it, as if they were caught in the water 
of a draining bathtub. "No! Stop!" he shouted. Then, “Hang on!” His words were 
all but snatched up by the wind. 

Alex tugged and pulled at the wheel, fighting the impossible current and 
wind, until his whole body ached. His muscles began shaking, and he knew he 
couldn't get the ship to turn away. "It's no use!” he shouted. “We're caught in this 
storm and it's not letting go!” 

The ship rocked and the sea churned. Even in the confusion, Alex heard the 
glass-patched hole explode. The shouts of Samheed, Lani, and Ms. Octavia 
assured him they were still alive, but they would have trouble aiming a new glass 
spell accurately with all the rocking. 

Spike jumped nearby, trying to fight the current by traveling through air 
rather than water. 

"Spike!" Alex called, struck by an idea. “Can you use part of your body to plug 
the hole in the ship?" 

"I will try, the Alex.” Immediately the whale dove down and disappeared. Alex 
listened, and soon he heard faint cheers from below. Spike had saved them once 
more. Alex just hoped he wasn't putting the whale’s life in danger by trapping 
her in a runaway vessel. He focused on the island, looming very close now. Alex 
could see the rocky coast, and he didn't know what to do. 

"We're going to crash!" he shouted. “If we don't slow down, we'll have to 
abandon ship!" 

Word spread quickly from statue to creature to human, and before Alex knew 
it, Sky had arrived at his side, soaking-wet hair stuck to her face and shoulders. 
She was furious. “My mother can't swim!" she shouted. “She can't abandon ship— 
what are you thinking? We have to do something else!" 

Alex gave her a frantic look. He whipped his head around, looking for any 
possible solution to this latest problem, and his eyes landed on Florence, who 
was a rock in stressful times. “Get your mother,” Alex said to Sky in a voice more 
assured and calm than he felt. “Bring her up here.” 

She hesitated, skeptical. 

"I mean it. We don't have much time.” 

Sky turned and made her way below. 


“Florence?” Alex called. 

"Yes, Alex,” she replied, not taking her eyes off the looming rocks. 

"I need the squirrelicorns to deliver Copper safely to the island. They can take 
up to two others who want to go by air—Ahab, probably, and someone else. 
Can you prep them? Sky's coming up with her mother now.” 

"Of course,” Florence said. “I think Lani or Samheed should go too, or 
someone with magical ability, in case there are unfriendly islanders to greet us.” 

"Yikes. I didn't even think of that." 

“That's why you have me,” she replied with an uneasy grin. Florence called the 
six squirrelicorns to attention and gave them their instructions. Within moments 
they were carrying Copper, Lani, and Captain Ahab—despite his protests— 
through the storm and out of sight in the dark torrent. With the hole plugged by 
Spike, the rest of the Artiméans trickled upstairs, some carrying supplies, 
prepared to jump. 

The wind and current forced the swirling ship uncomfortably close to a bevy 
of rocks near the island's shore. Alex, grasping the railing for balance, pointed a 
blinding highlighter toward land, but it was useless—the rain was too heavy in 
his eyes, and he couldn't see much beyond the rocks. He looked at Florence and 
she nodded. It was time. 

“Everybody, listen up!" he shouted. All of the Artiméans gathered together on 
the top deck, hanging on to the nets and railings as rain and wind stung their 
skin. "We can't wait for the squirrelicorns to come back—we're going to wreck. 
We've tried to control the ship but we can't. Without Simber here, there's 
nothing more we can do. So I'm ordering you to jump now, and swim for the 
rocks. Okay? Don't try to make it all the way to shore. The squirrelicorns will 
come out for you. Pair up and keep track of each other!" 

The ship lurched and Alex lost his balance. He caught himself as lightning lit 
up the rocky scene, just yards away. "Go now!” he cried. "We're going to hit! 
Watch out for the rocks!" 

Without a moment's hesitation, Ms. Octavia wrapped her tentacles around 
Henry's and Crow's wrists. The three climbed to the top of the railing, and at the 
octogator's signal, jumped into the water. Samheed grabbed Kitten and shoved 
her into his pocket. He helped Fox to the ledge, then held his hand out to Sky. 
She glanced at Alex. Samheed did too. 

"You okay?" Samheed asked. 

Alex nodded. “Go. Hurry!" 

Sky pressed her lips together. She took Samheed's hand, and they jumped. 


"Now you, Florence." 

Florence gathered as many supplies as she could hold. “Climb on my back,” 
she said. 

"I'm fine. I'll jump after you.” 

"Simber will break me in two if I don't take you. You know that. Besides, if I 
step over the side, you'll go flying when I let go of the ship.” 

Alex hesitated. He couldn't see how close they were to the danger, and there 
was no time to argue. "We don't know how deep it is here, and you sink like a 
rock. I'm better off swimming on my own." 

“Alex.” Florence would have none of it. “Grab on. If it's not deep, I'll get us 
both on land faster. And if it is deep and we keep sinking, let go of me." 

Alex frowned and lurched toward the statue. "All right, fine. Let's go.” He 
took one last look at the pirate-ship deck, thinking about all the conversations 
he'd had here, and wondering how in the world they were going to get home if 
this ship was destroyed or lost at sea. But he couldn't tackle that problem right 
now. He let out a defeated breath, and as Florence bent down, he moved to grab 
on to her neck. 

Alex's hands barely skimmed the warrior's broad shoulders before his world 
turned upside down. With a deafening crash the ship struck the rocks, and with a 
thousand cracks it split asunder. Mage, statue, and hole-plugging whale went 
flying headlong through the stormy sky and dropped into the sea. 





Home Again 


After flying nonstop for days with Carina on his back and Sean in the makeshift 
hammock below, Simber glided over the lagoon and the jungle trees toward 
Artimé's welcoming lawn. It was a sight for sore eyes indeed. 

The cheetah was relieved to see that his presence and strange cargo were 
recognized by Artiméans on the lawn, who had gathered, pointing, and now 
began to prepare a space for Simber to land. Simber lowered the hammock to 
the ground and then touched down over and around it, careful not to step on 
any part of Sean. He folded his wings for the first time in many days. Carina slid 
off. She stumbled and fell on the grass, her stiff muscles unable to support her 
properly at first. 

Mr. Appleblossom, Ms. Morning, and Gunnar Haluki came running to greet 
them. 

"Simber, what happened?" cried Claire, helping Carina to her feet. “Where is 
everyone else? Is Sean okay?" 

“Could you be verrry kind and untie the rrropes frrrom my legs?” 

"Of course!” Claire said. She and Mr. Appleblossom began working the knots 
to release Simber from the hammock ropes so that he could step aside and make 
room for Sean to be assessed. Others crowded around to help Carina and hear 
the news. Someone ran off to get Meghan. 

"Sean's leg is brrroken and he's in trrremendous pain. He needs medicine 
quickly. Carrrina is okay, I think, but she's prrrobably exhausted frrrom rrriding 
on my back forrr a few days. Everrryone else on the ship is fine, but we had some 
trrrouble and the ship can't move fast.” 


Once Simber was freed, he stepped aside to reveal Sean, his face ghastly gray 
and twisted in pain. “Hurrry! Take him inside," Simber said, a bit louder than 
he'd intended. It had been a frustrating trip, longer than he'd hoped, and Sean 
had cried out many times. 

Meghan came running over as several Artiméans lifted Sean and carried him 
into the mansion. 

"What happened?” she exclaimed. She followed closely behind. Carina, who 
now stood on shaky legs, gave Simber a silent hug and a kiss on the neck, and 
slowly walked to the mansion as well. 

"Did you find Sky's mother?” Ms. Morning asked Simber. “Tell us everything!" 

"Yes. We've got herrr.” The cat shook his head slightly, dazed. "A lot 
happened.” 

"I noticed you came home from the wrong way,” Mr. Appleblossom said, 
pointing to the east. "The opposite direction, if you will. I wonder what 
adventures you'll reveal when we have time to listen to your tale.” Mr. 
Appleblossom winced a little at the imperfect rhyme, but left it hanging there all 
the same, as the moment was urgent. 

"Yes," Simber said. He arched his back and took a few steps gingerly, testing 
the ground. “It's quite a storrry.” Simber looked up, as if suddenly remembering 
something. “But firrrst, is everrrything herrre all rrright? We got yourrr seek 
spell, Clairrre." 

"Oh," Claire said, her voice troubled. She glanced toward the mansion, but 
Carina had disappeared inside. “I—well, I'm glad to know you got the seek spell. 
It's—everything is fine. I mean, it’s not fine, but we're not in danger.” 

Simber regarded her. “I'm sorrry it took so long forrr me to come,” he said 
quietly. 

"Don't worry, Sim," Ms. Morning said, resting a hand on the cheetah’s neck. "I 
would have sent more spells if it was really urgent. I just thought if you were 
nearby, well . . ." She tilted her head toward the mansion. "We need to talk to 
Carina. Right away." 

Simber looked at Mr. Appleblossom and Gunnar Haluki. All wore solemn 
expressions. "Verrry well. Therrre's not much she can do forrr Sean rrright now. 
Shall we find herrr?” 

Claire nodded swiftly, and the small group went into the mansion. In the 
hospital ward they found Meghan and Carina sitting next to Sean's bed. Sean's 
eyes were closed. He seemed to be resting comfortably now. 


“How is he?” asked Simber. 


"Handling the pain again, it seems,” Carina said, not looking up. “Thankfully. 
But he hasn't woken up yet. He was lucky to have such a smooth ride thanks to 
you, Simber.” When Simber remained silent, she turned her gaze toward the 
group. Seeing their serious faces, she asked, “Is something wrong?” 

Ms. Morning pulled a chair next to Carina and sat in it. 

"What is it?” Carina asked, fear creeping into her face. “Is it little Seth? Is he 
all right? What's going on?" She gripped Ms. Morning's hand. “You have to tell 
me at once!” 

"Your son is fine,” Ms. Morning assured her. “He's down for his nap now. He 
missed you, of course, but he is doing wonderfully well. He's taken quite a liking 
to Siggy.” 

Mr. Appleblossom blushed. “The lad likes costume closet frippery,” he said. 
"He plays ‘ship,’ like Mum—dquite the skipper, he.” 

Ms. Morning grinned. “Yes, Siggy built a replica of the pirate ship for Seth to 
sail in, and one of the boys made him a costume so he'd look like Captain Ahab. 
Such a special one, your Seth. He'd be considered quite the Unwanted in Quill.” 

Carina held a hand to her chest. “Oh, that's wonderful. Yes, he’s showing 
great signs of creativity already.” She sighed in relief. "So what's wrong, then?” 

Ms. Morning offered a grim smile. "I'm afraid it's your mother, Carina." 

Simber's eyes narrowed. 

Carina’s did too. "What of her?” she asked, her voice turning cold. 

"I'm afraid she's . . . gone.” 

“Gone?” 

"Dead." 

Silence hung over the room. Sean stirred in his sleep. 

“Dead?” Carina asked finally. 

Ms. Morning nodded. “It happened here, you see. . . ." She struggled to find 
the right words. 

"What happened? What was she doing here?” Carina sat stiffly in her chair, 
her face wiped of emotion. 

"She came here to tell you—to deliver a message to you, that is, that she loves 
you. Apparently Aaron got tired of her and sent her to the Ancients Sector. She 
stopped here on her way, and.. .” 

Carina stared blankly. “Did you tell her I don't care? Did you tell her I don't 
need love from traitors, nor do | accept it?” 

Meghan interrupted. "She didn’t actually end up going to the Ancients Sector, 
though. That's not how she died.” She put her hand on Carina's shoulder. “She 


died saving the Warbler children.” 

“What?” Carina shook her head, trying to understand. 

"She came here to say good-bye, Carina,” Meghan said, “and to tell you she 
loves you and little Seth, and then practically out of nowhere, from the direction 
of the jungle, came a horrible creature. A panther. One of the jungle creatures 
that Mr. Today warned us about when we first came to Artimé. The evil thing 
came bounding toward the lawn and all the children, and then. . ." She stopped. 

"And then,” Haluki continued, “your mother saw the panther coming and she 
threw herself in front of it to stop it. She didn't hesitate. She sacrificed her life 
for Artimé’s new children. She saved them." 

Carina sat numb, unable to comprehend the words. 

Simber's brow furrowed, but he remained silent for the moment. 

"I'm sorry," Meghan said softly. 

Carina looked up. "What?" 

"I'm sorry. | mean, I wouldn't know how it feels, but I’m guessing it must be 
hard to hear this.” Meghan pressed her lips together. 

Carina's eyes flashed. Her head began to shake ever so slightly, and her 
breath escaped her nostrils in tiny bursts. “Well, I'm not sorry,” she said, perhaps 
louder than she intended. “I'm not sorry at all. She deserved to die after what she 
did.” Her face crumpled. “She's a traitor!” 

She swallowed hard, shrugged Meghan’'s hand roughly off her shoulder, and 
stood up, her chair making a painfully loud scrape on the floor as she shoved it 
back. Then she turned away from the others. Her hands trembled on the bedside 
railing. 

Haluki took a step toward her. “That's just it, Carina. We're no longer sure 
that she was a traitor, despite all the evidence.” 

Carina didn't react. 

Ms. Morning and Haluki exchanged glances, while Simber looked on, 
skeptical. 

"She said she knew we wouldn't believe her,” Ms. Morning continued, and her 
own voice cooled substantially now, for she was even more skeptical than 
Simber, “but said she was working for Artimé all along, even when she appeared 
most loyal to Aaron after Artimé disappeared. She said she had proof—that 
someone in Artimé could vouch for her—but she wouldn't reveal the individual's 
name.” 

Simber spoke for the first time. “You sound as if you don't believe herrr, 
Clairrre." 


Ms. Morning raised her chin. “I admit I find it hard to believe after what she 
allowed to happen to me, locked in Gunnar's pantry all that time. She was well 
aware of my presence, and of Gunnar's in the closet, and she did nothing to help 
us. But I'm trying to keep an open mind in hopes that her so-called confidant 
comes forward.” 

She looked around at the small group and went on. “I can only assume that 
person is on the ship with Alex—or perhaps it is Alex—for no one so far has 
come to vouch for her honor in the days since the attack.” Her eyes landed on 
Sean, but she didn’t offer him up despite Mr. Appleblossom’s previous suspicions. 

Carina’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the railing harder. "Because 
there isn't anyone! I don't believe her. She was lying. She must have been. | bet 
she lied about having to go to the Ancients Sector, too. She was Aaron's little 
slave—he would never get rid of her.” She shook her head. "How could a woman 
—a mother—do such horrid things, and lie so complexly, so frequently, that 
she'd lose her own child's devotion . . . 2” She trailed off and clutched at her heart 
now, as if it were being torn out. "For what purpose? Wasn't giving me up at the 
Purge enough? Did she have to come back into my life, only to betray me a 
second time? What absolute heartlessness, which is just so typical of someone loyal 
to Quill! Is there any purpose great enough to cause someone to turn her back on 
her family for the sake of it?" 

She turned and looked at the others, her eyes rimmed red. “Well?” she 
demanded. "Is there?" 

Simber, Ms. Morning, Mr. Appleblossom, and Meghan had no answers. They 
could only reply to Carina’s tormented gaze with sympathetic eyes. 

"I didn't think so,” Carina muttered. “Her whole life was dedicated to hurting 
as many people as possible.” She looked up at the ceiling to contain her tears and 
sighed bitterly. "Excuse me. I need to get out of here. I need to see my son— 
someone | would never betray.” 

Simber moved aside to clear a path for her escape. As she reached the door, a 
hoarse voice called out after her. 

It was Sean. 


"Carina," he said, his breath labored. “Wait.” 


> 


Sean Shares a Secret 


At the sound of Sean's voice, Carina paused in the doorway to the hospital ward. 
She turned and looked at his bed, and saw that his eyes were open. 

"You're awake,” she breathed, and rushed past Ms. Morning, Meghan, Simber, 
and Mr. Appleblossom to Sean's side. “Are you feeling any better?” 

The others crowded around to see him, conscious for the first time since well 
before arriving in Artimé. 

Meghan reached out and ruffled her brother's hair. “He's looking a little 
better, at least.” 

"Yes, he is,” Carina said. “Sean, I'm so glad to see you awake. I was awfully 
worried. .. ." 

He lifted a weak hand and Carina grasped it. They stared into each other's 
eyes. 

“Excuse me for a moment, Artimons," Mr. Appleblossom said gently. “Carina, | 
shall go and find your son." 

"Oh, thank you, dear Mr. Appleblossom,” she said, offering him a half smile in 
spite of the tears that were still wet on her face. “Bring him here to me right 
away, will you? I miss him so.” 

He nodded and slipped away without another word. 

Carina turned back to Sean. “You're feeling better, then?” she prompted. 

"Yes, a bit better," Sean said. His eyes remained half-closed and his speech 
was slower than usual, but the color was back in his face, and the near-constant 
grimace he'd worn since the ride around the world was gone. 

"You should rest. Can you sleep? Were we talking too loudly? I'm sorry.” 

He shook his head and gripped her hand tighter. “No, it's okay. I have to tell 
you something,” he said. "I heard you all talking . . . about Eva.” His chin 
quivered. “I'm so sorry.” 


"It doesn't matter,” Carina said. "We can talk about it another time, when 
youre well. I'm—I'm fine. Really. She means nothing to me.” She set her jaw. 
"She was an enemy of Artimé.” 

Meghan watched her brother's face carefully, and wondered. Had Mr. 
Appleblossom guessed right the day of the attack? Was Sean the one working 
with Eva? “I think he really just needs to say something,” Meghan said carefully. 
"Don't you, Sean?” 

Sean turned his head. His eyes connected with his sister's, and she nodded 
encouragingly. He frowned, puzzled that she seemed to know something, but 
too tired to contemplate it. "Yes," he said. He turned back to Carina. “Please. Let 
me explain.” 

Carina glanced from Sean to Meghan, and back to Sean again. “All right, if 
youre sure you're feeling okay." 

He nodded. “Now that Eva's gone, I-I feel like it's my duty to defend her.” 

Carina turned sharply back to Meghan. "Do you know what he's talking 
about? Is he delirious?" 

Meghan shrugged. 

“Carina,” Haluki said in his fatherly voice, “let him speak." 

Please," Sean said. "I am—I was—your mother's confidant.” 

Carina’'s lips parted in shock. 

"It's true," Sean said. He struggled a little, and Meghan quickly slipped an 
extra pillow under his head and shoulders to prop him up. “Thanks,” he 
murmured. "I'd been meeting in secret with Eva since the rise of the Restorers, 
back when you were high priest, Gunnar.” He paused, breathing hard from the 
effort, and continued. 

"Eva was a spy. She told me everything Aaron was doing. She's the reason 
Aaron held off from fighting us all this time. The reason,” he said, taking several 
breaths, “we are not under attack right now.” 

This was news to everyone. They all listened intently, waiting for more. 

When Sean was able, he continued. "She knew Alex and the rest of us were 
going to be gone, but Aaron didn't. And we didn't want him to find out. He's 
planning to fight. She convinced him to wait to attack us. I spoke to her the 
night before we set out, and she promised to do everything she could to keep 
Artimé safe for as long as possible.” 

Simber and Claire Morning exchanged glances. Carina stared, unbelieving. 

Sean took a sip of water and continued. "She felt her days were numbered, so 
she took a chance on saving Liam Healy, knowing how remorseful he was about 


the part he played. Eva had secretly kept him alive in the Ancients Sector, 
waiting for a chance to get him out of there. And it finally came. She convinced 
Aaron that he was loyal, and talked him into taking Liam on as a governor.” 

Claire Morning stood abruptly and began to pace, visibly angry but keeping 
her thoughts to herself. 

Sean struggled to lift himself on one elbow, and Meghan hurried to help him. 
"Claire," he said. His face cracked as he watched her begin to cry. “Claire, please 
listen.” 

Ms. Morning blew her nose in a tissue and nodded. 

“Eva Fathom was our friend. And Mr. Today knew it.” 

“Don't,” Ms. Morning said. 

"She and Mr. Today had a plan.” 

"It's her fault he's dead!" 

"No. No. I know it looks that way, but it wasn’t her fault.” 

Ms. Morning paced a bit more, then stopped at the end of Sean's bed and 
folded her arms. “All right. Tell me, then.” 

Sean closed his eyes momentarily to collect his thoughts, and then opened 
them and spoke. “Aaron had been plotting to kill Mr. Today for a long time. 
When it all came down to the final planning stages, he didn't dare. So he told 
Eva to do it to prove that she was truly on his side, because he didn't trust her.” 
He leaned forward and winced. “And we needed him to trust her." 

“We?” Carina said sarcastically. “You mean you." 

Sean winced. “I'm sorry, Carina." 

She held up a hand to stop the apology. “Just . . . just go on.” 

Sean nodded and turned back to Claire. “Like I said, we needed Aaron to trust 
Eva. So she and Mr. Today concocted a plan: They would go on holiday 
together. Eva stole heart attack spells from Carina to show Aaron she had the 
means to kill Mr. Today. He took some from her, so she lied and told him that 
one heart attack spell was deadly, in case he ever decided to use it. Then she told 
Aaron she'd kill Mr. Today on their holiday, and when she returned to Artimé, 
she'd tell everyone he'd died on the journey.” 

Simber frowned but said nothing. 

Sean went on. “But really, Eva and Mr. Today planned to fake his death. They 
were going to send Mr. Today to another island for a time, where he knew and 
trusted the inhabitants. He'd bide some time there until word got back to Artimé 
and Quill that he was dead, which would give Aaron a false sense of security, and 
perhaps he'd delay an attack, thinking he had more time to build up support.” 


Sean looked around the room at the faces. "I promise every word of this is 
true.” 

"Why wouldn't my father tell me about this plan?” Claire asked, eyes blazing. 
"Or Simber, for that matter?” 

Simber lowered his head. “If only I had known... ," he said, but didn’t finish. 

"He was going to tell you and Gunnar at your meeting at the palace that 
night,” Sean said to Claire. "And I'm sure he planned to tell you, Simber. I'm sure 
of it. And maybe even Alex, too." 

"So Alex doesn't know any of this?” asked Claire. 

Sean shook his head. "If he does, he never said anything to me about it.” 

"Not about your secret cavorting with the enemy either?” Carina asked 
sharply. 

"He knew I was up to something from the time Artimé disappeared, but | 
begged him not to ask me about it, and he trusted me. Besides, he had a lot of 
other stuff to handle back then." 

Claire frowned. She looked at Gunnar, who was listening intently, reserving 
judgment for the full story. 

After a moment, Claire nodded. “All right. Go on, please, if you're feeling up 
to it.” 

Sean nodded and took another drink of water. He sank back in his pillows 
and closed his eyes. After a moment of rest, he continued, his voice softer now, 
and pained. "No one but you and Haluki and Mr. Today knew about the tube in 
Haluki's office, Claire.” 

Meghan’s eyes darted from one face to another, then back to her brother's. 

"No one expected you and Mr. Today to magically appear smack-dab in the 
enemy's headquarters. Mr. Today had always walked into Quill when he met 
with Haluki. Always. Why would anyone expect there to be a different route?" 

Claire's face was ashen. “Did you know Aaron was working from Gunnar's 
house?” 

Sean shook his head. “Only a few of the Restorers knew. Eva didn't—not until 
after. When Mr. Today walked out of that closet, he couldn't possibly have been 
more surprised in his life to see the house lit up and Aaron standing ten feet 
away. And Aaron, even in a state of panic, actually managed to do it. To... to 
kill him.” He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. A tear dripped from the 
corner of his eye, and he didn't wipe it away. “If Aaron had only used one heart 
attack spell, Mr. Today might still be alive . . . but he didn't. He lunged for the 


pile and threw a handful of them. He used a lethal dose without even knowing 
it.” 

The room was silent. Claire's lips twitched, and tears streamed down her face. 

After a while, Haluki looked up. "He used two more heart attack spells the 
other day,” he said, “to subdue the panther.” 

The others turned toward him. 

Meghan nodded, thinking back to her secret visit to the palace. “Yes, I'm 
pretty sure it was him." 

"I'm almost positive of it," Haluki said. “I saw him later in the jungle by the 
tube.” 

"There's a tube in the jungle?" Meghan asked, incredulous. 

"There are tubes in several places,” Haluki said. “I'm sure I don't know all of 
them. But there's definitely one in the jungle. I've used it myself.” 

"Whoa," Sean said. "I didn't know either." 

"Almost nobody did,” Haluki said. "Marcus had many secrets. I imagine there 
are hundreds of things we'll never know. Unless he wrote things down, his 
secrets went to the grave with him. Perhaps we'll stumble across some now and 
then." 

Carina, who had been silent and brooding during this last bit, stood up, her 
face a mask. She looked at Sean. “Well,” she said, her words cold and sharp, “this 
has been a very informative session.” She struggled to control her anger. “I'm just 
so glad to know you were such great friends with my lying mother. Nice of you to 
tell me—it's not like you and I had anything else to talk about during the entire 
time I took care of you." She clenched her jaw. “And to think I could have had the 
chance to... . to understand all of this and maybe speak to her before . . .” 

She shook her head and pointed a shaking finger at Sean. “You are quite 
possibly the worst person anyone has ever known. You're a worse human 
than. . . than Queen Eagala. You're a . . . you're a world-class jerk, Sean. An 
absolutely hideous man, inside and out. And | never want to look at your 
ridiculous lying face again.” 

She looked like she wanted to say more, but instead she turned and walked 
swiftly toward the hospital wing doorway, where Mr. Appleblossom stood with 
Seth, listening to the conversation from afar. 

"Mama!" cried the toddler. 

"Thank you, sir,’ Carina said to Mr. Appleblossom as Seth reached out to her 
in glee. She took him and held him tightly, then retreated into the mansion’s 
entryway, ran up the stairs to the family wing, and disappeared. 


Sean, weak and exhausted, could only watch her go, and when she was out of 
sight, he put his hand over his eyes and groaned. "Crud," he muttered. 





Aaron Strikes a Deal 


You want me to do what?” Aaron asked the general, trying not to sound 
incredulous. But what General Blair was asking was something Aaron, even on 
his most adventurous days, had never seriously considered. Tear down the wall? 
Completely? That went against everything Justine had taught him—everything 
Justine believed in. The wall was their infallible protector. Their safety. Their 
hope, for Quill's sake. Sure, he'd taken down a tiny portion in the past. But even 
opening that window in the wall near the palace had made Aaron so 
uncomfortable he'd filled it again. It was dangerous! Clearly the general had lost 
his mind. Maybe the gunk oozing from his wound was his brain leaking out. 

That forty-foot-tall wall that encircled Quill had taken months, maybe even 
years to construct. It had kept them safe from enemies for Justine’s entire reign. 
And clearly there were enemies out there. Aaron knew well enough that Artimé 
was fighting them. Did Aaron really want to go that route, when that route 
looked like the most wrong of all possible wrong ways to go? 

"Take down the wall," General Blair repeated. There was menace to his voice. 
A dare. Almost as if he expected Aaron to say no. 

And why wouldn't he? It was a ridiculous request. 

Yet the general had a point. The bottleneck issues of the original battle had 
been Quill's downfall—that was easy to see when the general pointed it out. 


Once vehicles had been rendered useless inside the gate, there was no way to get 
the working ones out past the ones that had broken down. And each platoon 
that entered was small compared to the Artiméan groups that awaited them. No 
wonder they'd lost that battle. They couldn't descend on the enemy in any sort 
of successful way. 

What Aaron had to decide now was whether it was worth it to take down the 
wall and risk being attacked from other islands in order to defeat the one true 
enemy, Artimé. 

Liam fidgeted next to Aaron. Aaron averted his eyes. He had to concentrate. 
He had to think this through. What was more important? Protecting Quill from 
some unknown enemy who might not ever attack—and had no reason to attack 
Quill, because they hadn't done anything? Or giving Quill the opportunity to 
control the entire island, including the magical world . . . and the beautiful 
mansion? 

And even more important—if Aaron said no to General Blair, would that 
alienate their relationship forever? General Blair was Aaron's last possible ally. 
The Quillitary was his only remaining option for ultimate success. 

Aaron frowned and pinched the bridge of his nose as a headache began to 
pound. Was this his moment to make a bold move? Was this his moment to 
shine? Was this the moment he would look back on one day and say, “That's 
when I really took over. That exact moment, when | decided to tear down the 
wall.” 

Even though it was basically the only option he had left, he could still say no 
and hope for something better to present itself. But he didn't expect there would 
be anything. He'd exhausted his other resources—the Restorers, the jungle 
creatures—and now the Quillitary could be his with a single nod of his head. 
The question was, did he dare? 

Did he? 

Aaron looked up at the general. “All right," he said, his words like ice. 

Liam sat up straight. “But, High Priest—” he began. 

Aaron held up a hand to the governor, shushing him. “Please,” he said with 
disdain. 

Liam was silent. 

"T'll order it done,” Aaron said. “First thing in the morning, the stretch of wall 
nearest Artimé will come down." 

"That's not good enough,” General Blair said. “We need the entire wall 
removed. All of it.” 


Aaron scowled. "Why the entire wall, if the problem was in the area around 
Artimé?" 

“Because,” General Blair explained with an air of annoyance, “think about it. If 
the wall stays up around part of Quill, the Artiméans can fan out around the 
perimeter of the island, behind it. They can use the wall as a bunker. They'd be 
able to hide behind the two ends of the wall and set up sneak attacks. And with 
their quick method of warfare, they'll take us down every time. Our Quillitary 
fights better in the open. So it's all or nothing, High Priest." He leaned toward 
Aaron. "And if it's nothing, then you may leave now, and good luck making it to 
adulthood." 

Aaron studied the general's stony face. His lungs felt like they were squeezing 
all of the air out of him, and his heartbeat pounded in his eardrums. The entire wall? 
Under the table, Aaron gripped his kneecaps until his fingers were numb. “What 
about outside enemies?” The words came out almost in a whisper. 

The general laughed. “Do you really think we have any? We haven't been 
attacked in over fifty years. Anyone that Justine was guarding against fifty years 
ago is dead or extremely old by now. Whether the wall is partially standing or 
completely removed, enemies would get to us eventually anyway.” He coughed 
and cleared his throat. “But in the end, I'm simply not concerned about it. We 
have only one enemy, and it's encroaching on our island already. Stop looking 
beyond it for more when the most offensive one is practically upon us! Let's do 
the job and take them out. This is really simple, High Priest.” He rolled his eyes. 

Something about what the general said made Aaron feel even more unsure. 
But he was stuck. He needed the Quillitary. “Fine,” he said with a small squeak in 
his voice. “We'll take down the entire wall.” 

General Blair didn't give Aaron the satisfaction of witnessing his surprise—he 
hadn't been expecting Aaron to go along with him. Instead he nodded stiffly. 
"Very well. I'll send my troops to assist your Necessaries in tearing it down. We'll 
make quick work of it.” 

"We'd better,” Aaron said in a voice as calm as he could command. But his 
heart filled with more fear than he had ever known. 


Island of Shipwrecks 


Of the three, Alex flew the farthest. Experience had taught him to suck in a deep 
breath before he hit the water. Florence and Spike narrowly avoided crashing 
into one another, and all fortunately managed to miss the jutting rocks. 

The water was cold and rough. Alex struggled against the weight of it, 
pushing toward the surface as soon as his downward momentum slowed. His 
thighs and lungs burned as he fought against the current, and then moved with 
it. Eventually, because of the darkness, and because he was unsure if he was 
swimming toward the surface or away from it, he stopped struggling to see if he 
would naturally right himself. 

It wasn't long before he felt a nudge, and soon Spike was solidly below Alex, 
pushing him upward. Alex grabbed on to the whale's spike and hung on for the 
ride. They burst through the waves with a small jump, Alex hanging on tightly. 

"Hello, the Alex. | am sorry about the jumping,” the whale managed to say 
before they were plunging back underwater. Alex accidentally inhaled water and 
choked. A moment later the whale took another jump and said, "This jumping is 
the only way for me to get to the island because of the current.” 

Spike waited for Alex to cough the water out of his lungs. As soon as Alex 
could manage to eke out “Okay, go," Spike obliged, and down they went again. 
Alex learned quickly to grab a breath of air the next time they surfaced, and as 
he figured out the whale's pattern, he actually thought he might enjoy the ride if 
he weren't so worried about the rest of his crew. 

As they traveled through the water, more Artiméans found themselves sliding 
onto the whale's back, for every time Spike saw someone struggling in the 
current, she swam under them and vaulted them to safety. By the time they 
reached shallow water, the whale had collected Fox, Sky, and Samheed in 


addition to Alex. As soon as they neared land, the load of passengers jumped off 
Spike's back and staggered through the roiling water, and Spike went out again 
to rescue anyone else she could find. 

The group waded to shore, guided by near-constant lightning. Alex could see 
the outlines of several shipwrecks on the rocks. And no wonder, the way the 
storm seemed to stay centered over this island. But right now Alex wasn't looking 
for shipwrecks, he was looking for people, creatures, and statues. And he was 
hoping that daylight would come soon, and the storm would end. 

"Lani!" he called, and Samheed chimed in. 

"Over here!" she said. “There's an overhang.” 

Alex and the others headed toward Lani's voice, and soon they saw her cast a 
highlighter spell, keeping its light low so as not to blind anyone. With her under 
a small, stone overhang they found Captain Ahab and Copper, delivered safely 
by the squirrelicorns, who had now gone out once more to search for others. 

Soon Ms. Octavia and the squirrelicorns made it to shore, followed by Henry 
and Crow, and then out of the water rose Florence, unscathed. 

Alex craned his neck and squinted to scan the water. “Have you seen Spike?” 
Alex called out to her. “Is she okay?" 

"She's great. And having more fun than anyone else under the circumstances.” 
Florence's wry smile was evident in a burst of lightning. “Apparently she found a 
lagoon on the leeward side of the island where the water's not as rough,” 
Florence said. "She'll be fine there. I told her to hole up for the duration and we'd 
find her when we need her." 

"Good." Alex sighed in relief and batted at a sodden lock of hair that kept 
dripping into his eye. He looked around in the dim light from the highlighter. 
"We're all here, then, right? Where's Kitten?" 

"I've got her,” Samheed said. Kitten emerged from his pocket and ran down 
his leg and over to Fox to perch on his head. 

"I feel bloated,” Fox said to no one in particular. 

"Okay, good," Alex said, ignoring Fox for the moment. “Squirrelicorns?” 

"Over here in the corner,” piped one of them. “Six in number, sir!" 

"Great. Everyone's accounted for." 

“Except the ship,” Florence said. “And it's too dark to see if any of it survived." 

That took the mood down considerably. For several minutes the cave buzzed 
with questions, mainly, "How are we going to get out of here?” 

Finally, Alex quieted the group. He didn't have an answer, but he knew things 
weren't completely dire. “Look, everyone,” he said. “I know this feels bleak, and 


we're all cold and wet, but we're safe, and we have to stay positive,” he said. 
"We're smart. We'll figure this out. Once the storm is over we can see what the 
ship looks like. And at the very least, we'll have Simber back here soon to rescue 
us. I'm sure he'll find us. It's hard to miss Florence when you have eyes as sharp as 
his." He sounded more sure of himself than he felt. 

"Alex is right,” Ms. Octavia said. "Simber will be back to save us. All is not 
lost." She looked at Florence, then tapped a tentacle to her lips as her face 
clouded. “Well, except for you,” she said. 

"We can't leave Florence here!” Lani said. 

"Don't worry about me,” Florence said. “But did you notice all the shipwrecks? 
I'm feeling a bit of an itch to explore and maybe see if we can build something 
that will take us home.” She grinned. "We don't need Simber to save us. We're 
perfectly capable of rescuing ourselves. Right, Alex?" 

Alex laughed uneasily. “Right, of course!" His gaze automatically went to the 
sky, as if looking for the flying cat would bring him soaring in. But there was 
nothing to see but driving rain and lightning. “Of course,” he said again with less 
enthusiasm this time, but trying his best to stay heartened. "We managed to 
bring back Artimé without him, didn't we?" he asked, glancing at Sky. 

She smiled. “We did." 

"Well then,” Alex said, “I figure we can get out of here no problem, ship or no 
ship!" But his insides felt extremely uneasy. 

The words seemed to reassure everyone, and eventually they settled under the 
overhang, spreading their wet outer layers of clothing over rocks to try to dry 
them—though the hope for that was minimal as the air around them seemed 
almost as wet as the rain itself. 

The mood changed once more as the group fell silent, each member lost in 
his own individual fears. 

"We may as well try to sleep,” Alex said presently. “And hope the weather 
clears up by morning.” 

There was nothing to eat and only rain to drink, and no dry wood for a fire. 
So the Artiméans huddled together, trying to get comfortable under the shallow 
overhang in the storm, occasionally struck by slaps of wind and rain so strong 
they stung. Florence, who couldn't fit under the overhang, sat outside trying to 
block the flying debris from the others. The rain didn't really bother her. She 
kept watch so those who needed sleep could get it, just like she would do back 
home. 


It was at times like these that Florence's thoughts often turned to Talon. But 
tonight, her mind was on Simber. After a few hours of silence, Florence 
overheard a whisper from the back of the cave. It sounded like Lani. 

"What are we going to do if Simber doesn't come back, Al? We don't have 
any food or fresh water... .” 

There was a long silence, and for a moment, Florence thought the storm had 
drowned out Alex's response. But then she heard it. 

"We'll do the only thing we can do," he said, his voice tired and defeated. 


"Try not to die.” 





Copper Steps Up 


A dreary morning dawned. The wind died down and the thunder and lightning 
quieted, but a steady drizzle remained. Florence reached under the overhang and 
nudged Alex awake. 

He groaned and rolled over, finding Crow’s feet in his face. His eyes shot 
open. He sat up and looked around, and then seeing Florence beckoning to him, 
he crawled out from under the overhang and got to his feet. She stood as well, 
and Alex followed her around their shelter so they could talk without waking the 
others. 

The island was simply rocky and barren. There were no trees anywhere, only 
large slabs of moss-covered rock peppering the landscape, with an occasional 
scrubby bush growing sideways because of the wind. Near the water were pods 
of wet sand, and the sea churned dark gray all around—no gently lapping waves 
on the beach here, like in Artimé. It was the ugliest place Alex had ever seen. 
Even Quill couldn't compete with this. "Wow," he said, taking it in. “It's bleak. 
Any inhabitants?" 

"None that I can see,” Florence replied. She pointed and said, “It's a pretty 
small island. When I stand up I can see between rock formations to the water on 
the other side. I think I saw Spike's spike flashing a minute ago in the water over 
there." 

"Oh, good,” Alex said. "Do you see any animals? Food or water? Anything?” 
His stomach growled loudly, and his tongue felt thick with thirst. 

Florence shook her head. “Not even a bird. There's not much plant life on the 
island either, as far as I can tell, but I haven't explored everything yet, and 
obviously I don't have Simber's infallible sense of smell to detect things. The 


shipwrecks all seem old, weathered, and abandoned—I can't imagine anyone 
surviving a violent wreck like the one we had, without also having the swimming 
capabilities of our Artiméans.” She looked at Alex. “Other than the wrecks, 
there's nothing much here but these giant rock formations with moss and lichen 
growing on everything. It must rain a lot here.” 

"I wondered last night if the storm is permanently stationed above the island,” 
Alex said, looking up at the circle of dark clouds above their heads that didn't 
seem to be moving anywhere. The thought didn't seem as weird now that the 
weather had remained so consistently stormy throughout the night. He looked 
beyond the shoreline and could see far enough to discern sunshine on the water 
in the distance. He ventured farther into the drizzle. “All those shipwrecks,” he 
said. 

"Yes," Florence said. “I counted at least ten. Ours is over there.” 

"You found it?” Alex asked, looking up at her. “It didn't sink?” 

"It's lodged on the rocks, split in two. Or maybe it's in more pieces than that, 
but there are two large ones for sure.” 

Alex and Florence walked to the island's edge and stared at the wreck. 

"Oh dear,” Alex muttered. 

"You said it,” Florence said. 

Alex absently raked his fingers through his damp, tangled hair, setting it on 
end, not unlike Mr. Today used to do. He took in the scene. The ship sat half 
underwater, split from port to starboard. Its gaping maw made a V, like a giant 
window allowing them to view the water on the other side of it. 

"Do you, um,” Alex began, and tilted his head as he studied the ship. “Do you 
think it's something we can . . . repair?" 

"Not out there.” 

"Right, right. No, of course not. We'd all get swept away.” He squinted. “Well 
then what?" 

"I don't know." 

"I can try to put it on land, you know." 

Florence tapped her lips with her finger. “So you can. I'd forgotten about the 
transport spell.” 

Alex sized up the land nearest the water, trying to figure out if there was a flat 
enough spot on the shore for the ship, and then he looked back at the wreck. “I 
don't know if it'll all come in one piece, though, if it's a complete split.” 

"I fear it is, or it's close, anyway—look at the angle. It can't be held together 
by much, if anything. We'll have to try it and hope for the best." 


"Yeah, that spell is a little finicky,” Alex said, remembering how hard it had 
been to find Spike when he'd transported her to the water. “I'll do what I can to 
land it in a good place. | just hope .. ." He trailed off, wondering what sort of 
mess it would be if he had to transport it in pieces, and whether they'd end up 
anywhere near each other. He decided to put that out of his mind. “You know,” 
he said, “if we can find a rope, I bet we can attach one half to the other with it. 
That way it'll technically be one piece." 

“Good thinking, kid," Florence said. “You're smarter than you look.” She 
grinned. "We may as well try now while no one's wandering about to get crushed 
to death." 

Alex laughed. He was really starting to enjoy Florence's sense of humor, and 
he liked it when she teased him. It made them feel like friends. “You should take 
cover then too—or better yet, will you carry me out there so I don't have to get 
wet again now that it seems to have stopped raining for the moment? My skin is 
shriveling up.” 

"Oh, sure," she said drily. "Now you let me carry you, when there isn't any 
danger. Stubborn mages. You're all alike.” 

"Sorry," Alex said sheepishly. 

"Shall I clear an area on the beach so you can aim for it?” 

"That would be excellent." 

While Alex ran back to the shelter to tell everyone to stay there for a while, 
Florence quickly uprooted a few scraggly bushes and tossed several large 
boulders out of the way near the flat, open area of the beach. She approached 
the remains of an old fishing boat that had somehow made it through the maze 
of jutting rocks and all the way to the mainland before wrecking. After peering 
inside it, she carefully picked it up and moved it to another area, leaving behind 
a small army of crabs scuttling across the wet sand. When she was finished, she 
met up with Alex again, hoisted him up to her shoulders, and set off through the 
rough water to their ship. 

"You know, we used to climb on you when you were frozen,” Alex confided. 
"You happened to be standing in a very convenient spot when the magic 
disappeared.” 

"Is that so?” Florence said. She narrowed her eyes. “Who is we?" 

"Oh, me and Sean and Carina and Sky and Mr. Appleblossom—" 

"What? Siggy, too? I-I'm actually somewhat embarrassed by this information.” 

"It wasn't for fun, believe me. It was to get to the roof of the gray shack so we 
could escape from the masses of people and try to figure out how to fix things. | 


never thought I'd tell you—we were so scared you'd come back alive while we 
were climbing on you. We didn't know what you'd do to us.” 

Florence chuckled. “Well in that case, I'm glad I could be of some use.” 

By the time they reached the rocks where the pirate ship rested, Alex had 
scrambled to the top of Florence's head to stay dry. She grabbed on to a boulder, 
found a foothold, and pulled herself up out of the water, finding a place to perch 
on the rocks that had split the pirate ship. 

Alex stood on Florence's shoulders, reached for the ship, and peered over the 
railing. There wasn't much left inside, but he spied a few ropes floating there, 
attached to the ship at one end. He reached out for one, grabbed it, and climbed 
deftly along the inside of the ship to a spot where Florence could take it. He 
handed off the rope to her. She quickly wound it around the mast on the other 
half of the ship and tied it tightly. They did the same on the other side. 

"There," Florence said. “Now the two pieces are connected.” 

Alex scrambled back out of the ship to climb on Florence's shoulders again. 
Once settled, he leaned out and touched the side of the ship. “I can see some of 
our water containers tied up,” Alex said, relieved. “Let's get this ship on shore.” 

"Sounds good.” 

"Are you ready?” he asked. He took a deep breath. 

"Whenever you are, but take your time. There's no need to rush. Focus on 
that open spot on the beach.” 

"I know.” He realized all too well that if the ship didn't transport properly, 
they could end up with nothing but an unfixable mess. After a moment of panic 
at the gravity of the situation, he shoved the fear aside and removed all other 
thoughts from his mind. He focused intently on the open space on land. He 
made sure he had his hand firmly placed on the ship's side, and then, in an 
intense whisper, he said, “Transport.” 

Both halves of the ship vanished. 

Florence and Alex whipped their heads around to scan the shore. An instant 
later the battered vessel appeared almost exactly where Alex had intended it to 
land. Upright, and nearly perfectly placed. Seawater gushed out of it onto the 
sand. 

"Yes!" Alex shouted, pumping his fist in the air. 

Florence held a hand up in triumph. “You did it! All in one piece—just barely, 
thanks to the rope idea. Nice work." She climbed down the rock into the sea 
with Alex crouched on her head to stay dry, and began the walk back to shore. 
When they reached land, Alex gave a shout. The others came running to see the 


ship and assess the damage. Alex slid off of Florence's shoulders and landed with 
a thud on the ground. 

“Oh my,” Copper said, peering at it. Her voice was still a bit raspy from the 
thorn necklace she'd worn up until her recent rescue. "I wonder if it's something 
we can fix." 

She came up to the broken edge of the ship and took an expert look all 
around inside. She'd worked on plenty of Queen Eagala’s ships on Warbler. 

Florence joined her. “I think so," she said. She reached inside the ship and 
began loosening the knots that held the containers of freshwater, then brought 
the containers out and placed them in front of the thirsty humans. 

As they drank in careful, measured sips, Florence glanced at the variety of 
shipwrecks poking up out of the water nearby or crashed onto the rocks. “We'll 
need a little help. We don't have any tools. We're also missing some really 
important items, like the sails, rigging, ship's wheel, a rudder . . . and plenty of 
material to patch this thing. We're going to need to scavenge some of these 
shipwrecks to find what we need.” 

Sky flashed her mother an adventurous smile. She and Crow knew quite a bit 
about shipbuilding too. 

At the word “scavenging,” Samheed and Lani looked at each other and 
grinned. 

Henry and Crow both stopped in their tracks and looked at Florence, eyes 
wide. "What did you say?” Crow asked. "We get to explore the wrecks?” He 
could hardly contain his excitement. 

"You swimmers can scavenge,” Copper said. “I'll stay on shore and help 
Florence. I'm glad to finally be able to do something to help after all you have 
done for me.” 

"TIl be glad to have your help,” Florence said. 

Ms. Octavia seated Captain Ahab nearby to rest and watch, and then joined 
the humans to figure out their work plan. But soon a peal of thunder rattled the 
sky and rain pelted the ground, leaving tiny, perfect divots in the pods of drying 
sand. The wind shifted and began to swirl around them. The short reprieve from 
the storm was apparently over. 

Sky ignored the storm. She scurried toward a wreck a little ways offshore to 
explore. But just as she ran through the wind and rain, something caught her eye 
near the center of the barren island. She stopped short and looked more 
carefully. It was a small person, raggedly clothed, standing still and watching 
them. 


Sky gasped. The figure disappeared behind a rock. 
She turned back to the ship. “Alex? Florence?” she called out softly. “We're 
definitely not alone on the this island.” 


> 


Aaron Tries to Rile Up the Crowd 


Aaron realized the best way to show General Blair that he was serious was to start 
tearing the wall down immediately—but that wasn't necessarily the best way to 
go about it from the perspective of the high priest of Quill. So the morning after 
his meeting with the general, Aaron called the people of Quill together so he 
could tell them what to believe. 

“People of Quill," Aaron said in the monotone manner of Justine, “some of 
you already know that my faithful secretary was attacked and killed by a creature 
of Artimé.” He paused and allowed the small murmur of the crowd to grow and 
fade, for some of them with fuzzy minds had forgotten the news already. 

"It's an unfortunate situation,” Aaron continued, “and one that we must swiftly 
address. Artimé is dangerous. And we must no longer tolerate their infiltration 
and attacks on our good people. Comrades, have you any rage inside you?” 

The people of Quill looked up at Aaron. 

Aaron frowned. "You may respond. Do you have any rage inside you?” 

The Quillens looked at one another, unsure of what the right answer was. It 
seemed like a trick question. Were they supposed to have rage inside them, or 
was that against the law? They couldn't remember. Mr. and Mrs. Stowe 
exchanged a worried glance, and then both immediately looked down at their 
daughters in their arms, as if they didn't want Aaron to read their thoughts. 

Gondoleery, standing nearby with Liam, leaned over to Aaron and hissed, 
"You have to tell them what to say, idiot.” 

Aaron blinked, pretending not to hear. His cheeks burned. “My dear people,” 
he said, trying again. "As you know, the High Priest Justine taught us to bank our 
rage, saving it up for a time when we would need to fight against our enemies. 
Remember?” He frowned. “I am telling you today that our enemies in Artimé 


must be extinguished for what they have done. We will be attacking Artimé 
soon. It is now time for you to get angry. Do you understand?" 

A few people in the audience murmured. Others looked around fearfully. 
They liked this high priest . . . didn't they? He was the one who gave them extra 
food. But it was hard to remember. . . . 

"Very good,” Aaron said. His eyes darted anxiously around the lethargic 
crowd. “We can use that kind of energy, and perhaps even a little more than that 
would be quite helpful. Okay.” He ran his fingernail nervously along a sliver of 
warped wood on the podium and winced as it broke off and stuck fast under his 
nail. He stepped back and clasped his hands in front of him, his finger 
throbbing. 

"Now," he said, growing increasingly short-tempered, “in order to fight 
against Artimé, we must do one thing that may come as a surprise to you. We 
must tear down the wall that surrounds us." 

This brought a slightly more lively response, but Aaron held his hands up for 
silence. "I know what you're thinking,” Aaron said, though it seemed more likely 
that only a few of them were actually thinking anything. "But the only way to 
attack properly is to have full access to Artimé. The wall was a hindrance in the 
past and it will be the cause of our failure in the future. We must take it down. 
Don't argue," he said, though none of them were. “You need to understand that 
the risk of an enemy from far away is not nearly as great as the risk from the 
enemy in Artimé, where, as you may recall, they are now sending beasts to kill 
us! We must hurry to tear down the wall and move toward an organized attack 
before they have time to prepare a defense against us. Once we have defeated 
them, we will finally be at peace.” 

He looked around the bland faces of the people of Quill, and for a moment, 
Aaron felt disgusted by them all—every last one of them had no opinion, no 
goals, no fire inside them. Not like he did. His fire to take over the island was 
stronger than ever. Why couldn't he get them to call up their anger, like he had 
done within himself? He felt like giving them all slivers in their fingers to see if 
that would garner a response. 

"Look alive!” he pleaded, and the people of Quill started, afraid. “Allow your 
rage to build so we can let it loose against the enemy!" 

A few more weak responses came from the audience, but it was disorganized 
at best, and soon everyone was quiet again. 

Aaron sighed, exasperated. This wasn't going at all the way he'd planned. 
Maybe the Quillens had used up all fifty years’ worth of their rage in the last 


battle. 

"Just . . . okay, we'll work on the rage part. But now, you will please help me 
take the wall down," he said, beginning to feel very impatient. "Necessaries, you 
will join the Quillitary efforts, beginning in the area next to the gates of Artimé 
and moving out in both directions, all the way around the island. It will be 
dangerous, but you'll see it will be worth it in the end. When I'm finished here, 
please make your way to the Quillitary officers and await your instructions.” 

Mrs. Stowe gave her husband a searching glance, then silently reached for the 
twin he was holding. He put the girl into Mrs. Stowe's arms alongside the other, 
and before he let go, he gripped his wife's hand and squeezed. Mrs. Stowe 
looked up into his face. She squeezed back. 

Aaron, feeling more and more like he was losing the attention of his entire 
audience, wrapped up his speech. “And everyone—get ready to fight.” 

This time he didn't wait for any lackluster reaction. Instead he marched out of 
the amphitheater to the road and climbed into the car that waited for him. He 
put his arm out the window and waved Liam over to join him, leaving 
Gondoleery behind to go in the next car. 

"Take us to the Quillitary,” Aaron barked to the driver. 

The ride was silent but for the chug and squeal of the jalopy. Aaron stared 
stone-faced out the window, and Liam looked at his hands, clasped in his lap. 

Soon they arrived at the Quillitary grounds. Aaron and Liam went inside and 
made their way to the little house where General Blair lived. The door stood ajar. 
Aaron pushed it and found the general alone. 

The man looked up from the table where he was eating a lunch of Favored 
food. “Well?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “What kind of response 
did you get? Lots of cheers?” 

Aaron's face burned. "My people are exactly as responsive as we trained them 
to be," he said. “What more would you expect? A shout? A rousing song? None 
of that's allowed, so of course their silent stares indicate all are properly ready to 
proceed with this plan." 

"Fair enough.” The general finished chewing and wiped his mouth with his 
sleeve. "When the wall is down, and when you have solved my oil problem, we'll 
talk about this plan of attack." 

"Good," Aaron said, but he'd forgotten about the oil problem. He looked 
down his nose and said with a hint of disdain, “I've prepared the Necessaries to 
start the work on the wall. Your Quillitary is instructing them now, so I'm 
assuming you have an excellent idea of how to carry out the task after so many 


years of wanting the wall down." He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I'll get to 
work on the oil problem and will return with a solution after your work on the 
wall is done.” 

The general, his eyes narrowed and the wound throbbing at his neck, nodded. 
"TII be waiting.” 

Aaron glared back at him. “Not for long, I assure you,” he said. "So be ready." 

The general laughed. “I give the orders, High Priest." 

Aaron scowled. He turned, Liam followed, and they walked out of the house 
and across the Quillitary grounds, back to the road. They climbed into the 
vehicle and chugged back up the dusty road to the palace. 

As the barbed-wire ceiling’s shadows rolled across Aaron's cheek, his mind 
whirled with the overwhelming promises he'd made. Not only did he promise to 
tear down the wall, but now he had to fix the oil problem—a problem that had 
existed since Quill began over fifty years ago. What had he gotten himself into? 
His breath came out in short bursts as he tried to control the panic that welled 
up inside him. He was so tired of this feeling. Would it ever end? 

Liam looked at Aaron curiously but said nothing. 

When the vehicle came to a rest in front of the palace door, Aaron and Liam 
climbed out. Aaron paused in the driveway as the vehicle pulled away, and 
looked at the forty-foot wall. His moving gaze stopped when he reached the 
filled-in spot, where he'd once opened a window to the sea. How strange it 
would be to see the water again. Despite the heat, Aaron shivered. 

Liam paused at the door and stood uncertainly, waiting for him. 

"Send someone out to collect all the cashew fruit and other nuts growing in 
the Favored Farm," Aaron said brusquely. “Every last one. And deliver them to 
my office. Oh, and tell the Farm guards to plant more immediately. We'll need a 
constant supply.” 

Liam knit his brows. "Yes, sir.” 

“And then make sure the Necessaries understand their instructions from the 
Quillitary so they can get moving on the teardown.” 

"Yes, sir," Liam said again. He hesitated, and added, “Are you sure about this? 
The wall coming down, I mean?" 

Aaron looked sharply at Liam. “What do you think? Of course I'm not sure! 
This plan could ruin me. And it could ruin you, too. So if you do not wish to 
participate, you may gladly take yourself back to the Ancients Sector once and 
for all, and youll be dead by morning.” 


Liam stood, mouth agape. He couldn't stand Aaron's arrogance and 
considered walking away. But then he closed his mouth. If he left, there would 
be no hope for Artimé. For the sake of Eva and for the hope of Claire's 
forgiveness, he uttered the words as Eva had taught him. “You have my utmost 
loyalty." 

"I should hope so,” Aaron snarled. 

As Liam turned to go, Aaron grabbed his arm. “Wait. I'm not finished," he 
said, his voice strained. 

"I'm sorry. What can I do for you?” Liam could see the fear in Aaron's eyes. It 
was there all the time now. For a moment, he almost felt sorry for the high 
priest. 

"I want you to steal as many magical components from Artimé as you can get 
your hands on, and bring them to me. | need to know how they work, and the 
words you have to say with them, so you'll have to find somebody over there 
who you can torture for secrets. | don't care what you do or how you get them— 
just get it done.” 

Leaving Liam speechless as he had done so often lately, Aaron fled into the 
palace, wondering if he was making an extremely dangerous mistake, and hoping 
with everything he had in him that his reign—and his life—was not about to 
end. 


Underwater Exploration 


When the figure disappeared behind the rock, Sky ran back toward Alex. “What 
do we do? Go after him?" 

"It depends," Alex said, thinking frantically. What would Simber do? Alex 
hated not having him around to consult with. The wind gusted, spraying them 
all with rain and salt water from the sea. “If this place is like Warbler, there could 
be thousands of them." 

Florence interrupted. “There aren't thousands. This island isn't big enough to 
hide them all, and it's solid rock—there's no going underground here. | can see 
over many of the boulders, and I don't see anyone else.” 

"That doesn't mean they aren't there,” Samheed said, his voice anxious. He 
gripped Lani’s hand. “We should get out of here now.” Samheed and Lani were 
rightfully afraid after having spent a month captured underground on Warbler. 

"Why did Sean have to break his stupid leg?” Lani muttered. “We need 
Simber.” 

"Simber couldn't transport all of us anyway,” Alex pointed out weakly. 

"The safest way out is by fixing the ship,” Florence said. "We don't know how 
far we are from home. And nobody said this person—or these people—are going 
to harm us. They could be friendly, like on Karkinos.” 

"Friendly people don't hide,” Sky muttered. She looked at Alex. "Mean people 
and scared people hide.” 

Alex shifted uncomfortably. He wasn't sure if her statement was aimed at him, 
but he'd learned to assume most cryptic comments were. And it was true—Alex 
had a tendency to hide when he was scared to confront a problem, especially 
when it involved a girl. That's how he ended up in this current predicament with 
Sky. They talked at, about, and around each other rather than directly with each 


other. He knew it wasn't right, but he didn't know how else to function. He had 
to focus on leading his people out of this mess. There simply wasn't time for 
difficult relationships. But he missed her. 

"Sky's right, of course,” Alex said carefully, eyeing her to see her response. 

She smirked and looked at the ground, then stole a glance his way. But then 
she recovered her serious approach to the issue at hand. “I don't think there's 
enough food on this rocky island to sustain very many people. We need to get to 
work on this ship and have people keep watch. See if he or anyone else 
approaches us. Don't forget how scary Florence is when you haven't seen 
anything like her before." 

Florence popped her biceps. “Right. Don't ever forget." 

Alex nodded. “It's probably just someone in the same predicament we're in. A 
lucky victim of one of these shipwrecks. Or maybe not so lucky, depending on 
how you look at it.” He looked around to assess his team. “Whatever the case, 
were stuck here, so I imagine we'll run into him again. So is everybody in 
agreement? Shall we get to work?" 

"We should at least have a lookout," Lani said, wringing out her hair, which 
was soaked with rain by now. "I'll do it. I'd feel a lot better about this that way.” 

"Great," Alex said. “We can take turns.” He looked up at the sky. It was 
growing darker. The clouds weaved restlessly together. 

Lani ran a few yards away, climbed up a tall rock formation and perched on 
top of it. The steady rain beat down on her. She held her knees and mopped her 
eyes with her sleeve. 

"Florence," Alex said, “what are we looking for?” 

"Whatever we can find to patch this ship together. Planks, sheets of metal. 
Waterproof stuff. Cloth for sails, ropes, tools—you name it. If it looks useful, 
bring it to me and Copper. And let's make it beautiful and creative, Unwanteds! 
That's our specialty, after all.” She stood up, a giant against the small barren 
island. “If things are too big for you to carry, you know how to find me.” 

"Can we go, please?” Crow asked. He and Henry jiggled impatiently, excited 
to explore the shipwrecks that littered the area. 

"All right, go," Alex said with a grin as they bounded away. “Stay together and 
be careful! There could be sea critters about.” He thought briefly about the eel 
they'd fought on Karkinos and wondered if it had any friends out this way, 
lurking and waiting for a meal, and his smile faded. “Be careful!" he shouted 
again. 


Everyone scattered, some staying on land to explore the smashed fishing 
boats and wreckage, and others heading out toward the rocks in the water to see 
what lay below the surface. 

Alex watched as Sky followed her brother into the water. He wished he could 
follow her. He longed to talk with her the way they had before things got 
complicated. Was she really over him, like Lani had said? It seemed that way. He 
sighed and joined Ms. Octavia. They swam carefully amidst the rocks and 
headed toward the weathered stern of a sunken ship that just barely stuck up 
above the water. 

They couldn't see much through the murk until they got close. Once they 
reached it, they dove down and followed the line of the ship's side, Octavia 
going first. The ship rested at a forty-five-degree angle, its snout planted firmly 
in a bed of rocks and mud. It was hard to see much of anything, but Octavia lit 
several highlighter components to guide them. 

Alex followed close behind Ms. Octavia, marveling at the beautiful sides of 
the near-perfect ship. He wondered how it came to be here. He'd never seen 
anything like it in the waters or on any of the other islands they'd visited. 

Nestled in the rocky sea bottom nearby was an enormous technical 
instrument that had apparently dislodged when the boat sank. Alex knew he'd 
have to check that out later. It looked fascinating, and he couldn't imagine what 
it was used for. It probably wouldn't be of any use to the shipbuilders, but maybe 
he could convince Florence to try to bring it on shore sometime. 

Ms. Octavia reached the sea floor, swam across the bow and up the other 
side. Alex went after her, peering through the water and peeking into the ship's 
many orifices. Schools of fish flashed and disappeared in and out of the 
openings. Alex wondered how they all knew just when to turn. It was like they 
were dancing, moving to some music only they could hear. 

Clumps of sharp barnacles gripped the ship and the rocks nearby. As Ms. 
Octavia swam upward, Alex knew he'd have to surface soon—even all of Ms. 
Octavia's training had not enabled him to hold his breath forever. 

As they neared the surface, Ms. Octavia stopped and peered at the side of the 
ship. She looked at Alex and motioned him to come closer. When he did, she 
drew her tentacle across the ship's side, underlining the faded letters she found 
there. 

Ka o aru o. 5. 





Scavengers 


It seemed like a strange name for a ship, but when Alex really thought about it, 
he admitted he wasn't an expert on ship names. After all, he'd only known one 
vessel with a name, and that was Mr. Today's boat, named after his daughter, 
Claire. And there were a lot of spaces in the name, which made Alex wonder if 
some of the letters had been washed away. They would probably never know the 
answer. 

He and Ms. Octavia broke the surface, giving Alex a chance to catch his 
breath and check the weather before taking a closer look inside the vessel. On 
shore, Henry and Crow carried a long red plank between them, heading toward 
Florence. The rain and wind continued on all around the island, and clouds were 
thick above them, but the sun was still visible beyond the strange storm's 
perimeter. Looking out to sea, Alex could tell where the rain field ended, about 
half a mile offshore, and it seemed to be consistent all the way around—at least 
from what Alex could see. When he was ready, Alex and Ms. Octavia headed 
underwater once more. 

This time they swept across the deck, both holding highlighters, looking for 
anything useful. Alex spotted a fine-looking rope, perfectly coiled around a 
stairway railing. And the sides of the ship were in good shape. Not wooden like 
the pirate ship, but made of some hard material. If only they could cut a portion 


out of each side and attach it to the pirate ship like a bandage over the split .. . 
but there was no way to cut through material like this. 

Alex followed Ms. Octavia, swimming down the stairwell to see what was 
belowdecks. Moving cautiously, they swam back and forth, taking in everything. 
Tools, equipment, rigging, giant trunks that were padlocked and bolted to the 
floor. Alex wondered if they'd be able to pry them open, and if so, what they'd 
find inside. There were doors with the windows broken out and vast rooms filled 
with strange machinery. 

They went down another level to find even more strange equipment: 
Telescopes and giant instrument panels, all sitting politely in place, as if the ship 
weren't resting at a forty-five-degree angle under water. 

When Alex began to run out of air, he motioned to Ms. Octavia, and the two 
weaved back through the ship. Along the way, Alex unwound the coil of rope 
and pulled it with him through the water, and Ms. Octavia enfolded several arms 
around a large wooden box of tools and carried it upward, showing her 
tremendous strength. 

They rose to the surface with their goods and struggled through the water to 
drag them along to shore. The water was much rougher near the surface, making 
the journey tougher than Alex expected. By the time he reached the shore, he 
was spent. He heaved the coil of rope onto the land next to a small pile of other 
useful items that had been retrieved from other wreckage. He went back to get 
the waterlogged toolbox from Ms. Octavia, helped her drag it ashore, and 
dropped it to the ground with a thud. Water trickled out of it through cracks in 
its sides. 

Fox and Kitten, who weren't able to collect much, instead hopped around the 
recovered items, observing and commenting on them. Every now and then a gust 
of wind bowled Fox over and sent him across the rocks like a misplaced 
tumbleweed. The storm was getting worse. 

Alex, still breathing hard, approached Florence and Copper. “There's a ton of 
stuff on the ship Ms. Octavia and I found. Machinery and strange-looking 
equipment—I don't know what any of it is, but it might be worth you taking a 
look. Almost everything is too heavy for us to carry. The ship is in really great 
shape—except for the rip in the side that caused it to sink.” 

"That's very encouraging,” Florence said. She stood near the split in the pirate 
ship's side, and Alex could tell she had managed to align one half to the other, 
which must have taken every bit of strength she had. “We're going to need a lot 
of help putting this thing back together. This will be an interesting patch job, 


and it won't be easy to ensure it'll be waterproof.” She shifted her bow and 
looked down at Alex. “Do you have any magical components left or did we lose 
them all in the wreck?" 

"I have what's on me,” Alex said, patting his pockets. 

"Do you have any preserve spell components?” 

"A couple. I'll ask around. Do you think that would help?” 

"Marcus used that spell on Simber. So my thought is that if it keeps the water 
from seeping into the cat, it'll keep the sea from seeping into our ship. So yes, | 
think it would help tremendously once we've got this thing put back together.” 

Copper approached. She could no longer squeeze inside the ship through the 
split now that Florence had pushed it closed and propped up the bow and stern 
with rocks to hold the ship in place. “Can you let me in?” she asked. “I want to 
check the stability of the structure to make sure it's not compromised. No use 
fixing a ship that'll split apart on a rough sea with all aboard. We'll need to be 
certain we shore up the beams properly.” 

"We'd be in deep trouble without you, Copper,” Florence said. She hoisted 
Copper into one half of the pirate ship so she could assess the condition from 
belowdecks, where Florence couldn't go. 

Alex nodded. “We can try to make some new preserve components too. And 
we could sure use a saw or something that would cut metal things,” he said, 
shoving the toolbox with his foot, “like this padlock." 

Florence turned her attention to Alex and the box. She leaned down, grasped 
the padlock, and squeezed. The lock snapped and dropped to the sand. 

"Okay," Alex said with a grin. "Well, knowing you can do that is slightly 
frightening.” 

Florence smiled and turned back to analyzing the ship's needs while Alex 
opened the toolbox and began to pull things out. The wind grabbed hold of the 
lid and slammed it open wide. Thunder pounded overhead. The rain grew more 
insistent. Alex squinted at the sky and shook his head. They'd just begun 
working and now the weather threatened to shut down their efforts. "How are 
we supposed to get anything done?” he muttered. 

A moment later, a shout rose from the shore. “Guys, come and look!" called 
Henry. “Down here—you won't believe it!" 

Alex and Florence looked at each other and headed over to where Henry and 
Crow stood on the shore. Copper climbed up to the top deck and watched from 
there. Lani hopped off her post and, after a quick surveillance, ran toward the 
boys. Fox, Kitten, Ms. Octavia, Samheed, and Sky came running as well. 


"What is it?” Alex asked. 

Henry and Crow, streaming with water, grinned from ear to ear. Their eyes 
shone. 

Sky laughed at her brother's mischievous face. “Come on, what is it?” 

Henry looked at Crow. "I think they're going to have to see it to believe it.” 

Crow nodded. 

The two boys ran back into the water and struck out toward a wreck that 
looked like an enormous barge. The rest of the Artiméans went after them. 

When Alex dove into the water and swam down, following the boys, he 
nearly sucked in a noseful of seawater. 

Littered across the sea floor, as if in a giant traffic jam, were no fewer than 
twenty military vehicles . . . exactly like the ones the Quillitary used. 


> 


The Strange Figure 


Some of the vehicles were lodged up to the tops of their wheels in mud. Others 
were on their sides or upside down. It was a crazy sight to see—all of those 
vehicles, covered in rust and slime, green tufts of seaweed growing on the seats 
and doors. The seat covers rotten. Giant bites ripped out of the cushions. Lani 
tugged at Alex's shirt and beckoned him to follow, casting a highlighter spell as 
she swam. They went closer to see inside one of the vehicles and scared a school 
of fish. 

They explored the fleet of vehicles, finding few useful items among them, but 
marveling at the strangeness of so many vehicles all submerged and useless. Alex 
couldn't stop wondering about them. How long had they been here? It had to be 
many years. And where did they come from—Quill? It seemed impossible that 
any of the islands Alex had visited in the chain had enough material and 
machinery to manufacture these complex vehicles. Were the vehicles created by 
magic somehow? But if Mr. Today had created them magically, why did they 
work so poorly in Quill? And why didn't Artimé have any? 

Puzzled and tired, Alex swam to the surface, only to find the skies growing 
black and the sky sparking with lightning. As Alex swam toward the shore, 
thunder rumbled and the wind whistled around his head. “Florence,” he called, 
"tell everyone to come on shore and find shelter. It's too dangerous." 

Florence summoned the Artiméans and everyone began swimming back to 
land. As Alex neared the shore, he saw Copper waving and jumping from the top 
deck of their ship. He could barely make out her raspy shouts, but he could tell 
she was alarmed. He ran deftly across the rocky shore toward her. Sky wasn't far 
behind. 


Copper began using hand motions to communicate with Sky. 


Sky caught up with Alex and translated as they ran. “She says the man I saw 
earlier is stealing something.” 

"We don't have much to steal,” Alex muttered. They rounded the curve of the 
ship and stopped short when they saw a short, thin man tugging fruitlessly on 
the toolbox. The man looked very old, his olive skin set with deep wrinkles, but 
he didn't seem terribly fragile for his age. He wore black-rimmed cat-eye glasses 
and a floppy sun hat on his head, despite the weather. There was no way he 
could carry the heavy box of tools, yet he kept trying to drag it. He was going 
nowhere. 

Alex looked at Sky and raised an eyebrow. 

She flashed a crooked half smile, and the two communicated without words, 
like they'd done many times in the past. The man was harmless, and they both 
understood it. Sky touched Alex's arm. “Shall I talk to him?" 

Alex nodded. He felt the familiar flutter in his stomach at Sky's touch, and it 
made him miss their friendship even more. He had to get things back to the way 
they were when they spent so much time on the roof of the gray shack. He 
would give anything to have that again. Why did they have to complicate things 
by kissing? Though he admitted he liked that part too. 

Sky approached the man, who hadn't noticed them yet. She cleared her 
throat to announce her presence, and he still didn't notice her—either that or he 
was ignoring her. 

“Excuse me,” Sky said. “Sir, what are you doing?” 

The man looked up. He didn't seem afraid. He tilted his head and said 
something neither Alex nor Sky could understand. 

"I'm sorry,” Sky said, speaking more slowly. “What did you say?” She wrapped 
her arms around herself to stay warm as the wind and rain beat down on them. 

The man narrowed his eyes at Sky. He didn't seem to notice the storm. He 
spoke rapidly, but neither of the Artiméans could understand a word. 

Sky glanced at Alex, who shrugged. She turned back to the man and tried 
signing to him. 

He regarded her curiously, then shook his head. He tried speaking again, 
slower this time. “Kore wa watashi no monodesu.” 

"I'm afraid I don't know what you are saying,” Sky said in a gentle voice. "Do 
you understand me at all?” 

The man held up a finger and closed his eyes, a pained expression on his face, 
as if he were trying to recall something. When he opened his eyes, he tapped the 
box and said very slowly, "This . . . mine. Understand?” 


This time Sky nodded, and she spoke slowly too. “This is your toolbox?" 

The man smiled, revealing a mouth void of teeth. “Mine.” He pointed to the 
stern of the ship that Alex and Ms. Octavia had explored. "My ship.” 

"Ah," Alex said. “So you are stranded here?" 

"Hai. Stranded.” He leaned in and, hesitating now and then, said, “I speak your 
language. Long time ago. | am old . . . must think for the words." He tapped the 
side of his head. “But it comes back. You'll see.” 

Alex nodded. “I can understand you very well, sir. Thank you." 

By this time, the rest of the Artiméans had gathered, with Florence hanging 
back, keeping an eye on the island but also realizing that her looming presence 
might be a little intimidating. Still the man noticed her—she was impossible to 
miss. He pointed excitedly at her, looking at Sky, and asked, “Robot?” 

Sky stared. "Um... what?” 

"That is a robot?” the man asked, trying very carefully to sound out his words. 

Sky shook her head and looked around. She didn't know the word. 

Lani pushed forward. “Wait. Did you say ‘robot'?" 

When the man nodded, Lani covered her mouth and tried not to laugh. "No. 
Not a robot. Statue.” 

Alex and Sky exchanged puzzled glances. 

The man frowned. "Statue is alive." He peered more closely at Lani, then 
looked at the ship. He pointed at it. “You are pirates?” He seemed extremely 
puzzled. 

"No," Lani said. “Not pirates. We just use the ship. Florence is a living statue. 
It's . . . it's magic, you see. .. .” Lani trailed off. Magic was hard to explain, and 
she didn't know if the man understood. 

The man’s face perked up. “Oh, magic!” He nodded. “Magic. So. This is why 
ship . . . arrives . . . on the land, like this. It is for you to fix.” He pointed to the 
pirate ship, clearly happy to finally make sense of how the damaged ship 
managed to be sitting entirely on land. 

"Yes," Lani said, tickled. "How do you know about magic? Can you do 
magic?” 

"Me magic?” the ancient little man said, pointing to his wrinkled old chest. A 
gust of wind took his hat high into the air, and he laughed, unbothered by it. 
"No. I know magic from another visitor. Visitor I do not see in a long time. He 
comes through the magic tube. You know him? His name is Marcus Today.” 





Another Tube 


Wh-what2" Alex sputtered. “You knew Mr. Today? There's a tube here?” Could 


this be their way home? 

The little man held up his hand as the storm grew worse and a gust of wind 
sent Fox rolling across the ground. “Come quick," the man said to them all. “I will 
show you.” 

Alex exchanged looks with Florence and his friends, and they all nodded. The 
man seemed harmless and trustworthy. 

The man trekked to a cluster of rocks not far inland, and held his hand out, 
presenting it. "Magic tube,” he said proudly. 

Alex and Samheed ran to look inside the rock formation. There, indeed, were 
the remains of a tube, tilting slightly as if years of wind had begun to push it 
over. Its glass was opaque with salty grime from the sea. Moss grew on the floor 
of it, and a puddle of water collected in the lowest area. The panel was cracked 
and there were several holes in it where the directional buttons should be. 

Alex's heart sank. It was completely useless. "Very nice,” he said to the man. 
"Thank you for showing us.” He looked back at the others and gave a quick 
shake of the head. “Sorry, everybody. Not functional,” he said. “I wouldn't have 
the first clue about how to fix it.” He squinted at it. “I'll certainly give it a try, 
though.” 

A blast of lightning split the sky and a howling wind sent Fox tumbling 
several yards. Henry ran to pick him up, and Kitten too, though being so small 
and low to the ground had kept her from sailing anywhere thus far. 

The man beckoned the Artiméans to follow him. “Hour of calm is over," he 
said, and his words were starting to come out more smoothly the more he spoke. 


"We must shelter from the hurricane.” With that he shielded his eyes and 
squinted toward the shore, looking longingly at the toolbox, and shook his head. 
"My box," he muttered. He turned and moved quickly toward the center of the 
island, where the largest rock formations stood. The Artiméans exchanged 
glances once more. Faced with a choice between the worsening storm and the 
unknown, they chose the unknown and went after him. 

When they reached the tallest rocks, everyone but Florence followed the man 
through a small, sheltered doorway into a large open room. 

"I'll stay out here," Florence called out. 

Alex came running back to the doorway, realizing Florence was too big to fit 
through it. He looked at her, concerned. "Are you sure?” 

"The weather doesn't bother me. If anything strange happens, yell, and I'll rip 
these rocks out of my way so fast and be at your side in no time. But there's no 
use destroying the poor man’s place unless it’s necessary.” She gave Alex a 
reassuring smile. “Besides, | can see and hear what's going on inside that main 
room from here.” 

Alex frowned. “Okay, if you say so,” he said. 

"I do." 

Alex slowly turned and went back inside. 

Off the main room were smaller, semi-closed nooks. The nooks were modest 
in size, but plentiful, which made the shelter feel quite spacious, yet cozy. There 
was easily enough room for thirty or forty people, Alex guessed. He looked 
around and automatically reached for a spell component in case they were being 
set up for an ambush. But the little man just stood and waited patiently, a wide 
grin on his face, as he watched the Artiméans look around. No one else 
appeared. 

The entry room where they stood was by far the largest space they could see, 
and though there was no physical door that could be closed to shut out the 
storm, the wind and rain coming inside was vastly minimized by intricately 
positioned rock slabs outside. 

While the others wandered through the shelter, Alex stood by the door and 
looked out, seeing the pattern of rocks that protected him from the elements. It 
was so cleverly designed that he quite wished he'd thought of it, and for a 
moment he longed to be back in Artimé, working on art for a change. He needed 
something creative to do. The voyage had gotten long and arduous, and now 
that they had rescued Copper, he just wanted to go home and draw things. 


He could see Florence just outside the door, sitting against the rocks, wiping 
down her bow and arrows with a bit of moss she'd pulled up. 

Sensing Alex hanging back, Florence spoke up. “I may try to work on the ship 
if the storm lets up a little. For now, though, | can barely hang on to this arrow 
even though I'm partially sheltered in this corner. The wind wants to take 
everything. So I imagine out on the open shore it'll be nearly impossible to do 
anything in these conditions.” She looked at Alex. "I mean it, Alex. Get out of 
the rain. I'll be fine here.” 

Alex, finally convinced, nodded and went inside to find the others settling in 
nicely. The little man scurried over and gave him a towel and some dry, ragged 
clothes to change into, then disappeared into one of the nooks. Alex could tell 
the clothes had once been adorned with a colorful pattern that had now faded 
almost completely away. Alex changed quickly and hung his clothes to dry by 
the others, then wandered about through the open space, visiting the different 
nooks where his friends had settled. He checked on Captain Ahab, making sure 
the statue was comfortable. He spied Sky with Lani and Samheed, all talking 
animatedly in one nook, Samheed acting something out to the others’ 
enjoyment. Alex looked away. He'd join them later. Maybe. 

On one side of the shelter was a nook that led to a large enclosed area with a 
door. Alex peered inside the doorway. To his surprise, he found it was a 
greenhouse, brightly lit. The little man was inside with his back to Alex, working 
intently on something. 

Alex looked up, wondering where the light was coming from. Instead of a 
rock slab ceiling, there was glass to let in whatever natural light there happened 
to be, and strange glowing orbs hung above a healthy assortment of vegetation. 

The man noticed Alex and pointed to the glass overhead. Loud sheets of rain 
swept over it. "You see this?” the little man asked. “Marcus Today makes magic 
glass for us.” 

The words sank in and Alex's eyes clouded with emotion. He was surprised by 
how much this information affected him. Mr. Today had been here, in this place. 
He had been kind to this man. Yet he'd never spoken about it. And there was a 
tube here! If there was a tube in this desolate place, how many other tubes could 
there be? And all of those Quillitary vehicles buried at sea. . . 

He looked at the man and then suddenly frowned, replaying his words in his 
head. “Wait a minute. Did you say ‘us'?” 

The man nodded. He pointed to an area of the shelter that had been thus far 
unexplored, and he held up two bony fingers. He went to the opening and called 


out in the strange language. After a long moment, two equally ancient men 
appeared from deep inside the shelter. They nodded politely at Alex, who smiled 
and gave an awkward wave. 

The three island inhabitants had a conversation, and then the first man 
invited Alex to follow him. “If everyone is ready, may I speak, please?” 

"Of course," Alex said. He went back to the main room and called the 
Artiméans to gather. The man asked everyone to sit down on the floor around a 
blackened area. He disappeared, returning a moment later with dry firewood, 
and began to work two pieces of wood together with a bit of dried moss. 
Samheed offered up a damp origami dragon, which was able to spit a few sparks 
to help the process along. 

When the fire was going strong, and the smoke was funneling itself neatly out 
a nearly invisible vent hole near the ceiling, the man sat back on his haunches. 

Alex and the two men joined him by the fire. Florence leaned in and poked 
her head through the doorway to listen. 

"This is home of many and few," the man said to the tune of the wind and 
thunder. "We did not build it. The ones who came before us did not build it. We 
are all visitors here, like you." 

Sky smiled and caught Alex's eye. The both swiftly looked away. 

"These are my friends. They only speak our native language,” the man said. 
"We are... scientists.” His hesitations and stutters lessened the more he spoke, 
as if the Artiméans’ language was swiftly coming back to him. 

"I am youngest,” he said with his gummy grin. “My name is Ishibashi Junpei. 
You may call me Ishibashi-san.". He nodded at Samheed, who sat closest, 
prompting him to repeat it. 

"Ishibashi-san," Samheed repeated. 

"Good." Ishibashi drew some symbols on the dirt floor with his finger. “I am 
ninety-six years old. My friends are ninety-eight and one hundred and ten,” he 
said, pointing to them. “Ito and Sato. They are very old." Ishibashi cackled. The 
other two islanders smiled politely, not understanding. They were mostly 
toothless as well. 

"We are pleased to meet you and grateful for the shelter, Ishibashi-san,” Alex 
said. “My name is Alex." He introduced the others. Fox, who was embarrassed at 
being pointed out, and Kitten, who decided to be embarrassed too, scampered 
around the shelter, to the delight of the islanders. 

"Are you the only people on the island?” Alex asked. 


"Hai, that is correct. There were more, but dead now. Some lived here with us 
for a time. I am sure more in the future will smash upon our rocks during the 
hurricane. But now, we are only three.” 

Lani edged closer, her eyes ablaze with the fire's reflection. "How long have 
you been here? Are all three of you scientists? Don't you want to escape? What is 
a hurricane?” 

Ishibashi's laughter rang out and echoed in the stone chamber. “Slower please; 
I am very old.” 

Lani repeated her questions. 

The old man nodded after each one and began to answer slowly. “Our ship 
carried a great number of scientists and crewmembers. It was lost here many, 
many years ago.” 

He paused, a faraway look in his eye, and continued. “At that time, there were 
ten or twelve others from shipwrecks living here. They were old. Most died soon 
after we came. Also there are outcasts.” 

“Outcasts?” Sky asked. 

The man nodded. “There is an island of pirates—you know of it?” 

The Artiméans all nodded. 

"When the pirates capture intruders or enemies, they hurt them, drag them 
near our island. Set them adrift in little fishing boats. They have done this for 
hundreds of years—or so the legend goes. The little boats get caught in the 
hurricane and crash on rocks. Only a few outcasts lived and made it to shore.” 

"Where is everybody now?” 

"Gone." Ishibashi looked at the floor. "Most cannot withstand the constant 
storm. They go crazy. Then they try to escape. The current and the wind always 
drive them back against the rocks, to their deaths. Only one time someone 
escaped—just last year.” 

Crow and Henry exchanged horrified looks. Copper leaned over and 
whispered something to them, but they didn’t look relieved. Alex's stomach 
knotted. 

Ishibashi went on. "Some from our ship died that way—trying to get off the 
island. The rest died from accidents or old age.” 

"That's horrible.” Alex shifted uncomfortably as fearful, questioning eyes 
turned his way. There was so much pressure being the head mage! How were 
they going to get out of here? He was pretty sure he could transport the ship to 
calmer waters, but that presented a new set of problems, like how would they get 
to it without Simber? Living things didn't transport, so they couldn't board the 


ship before moving it. And poor Spike had had a hard enough time getting them 
safely to the island, and that was swimming with the current. She couldn't 
possibly carry them that great distance fighting the current the whole way. And 
of course there was Florence, too heavy for everyone present to lift for long. It 
had taken Simber and Spike combined to bring her up from the pirates’ 
aquarium, and that was in calm water. There was simply no way to get off this 
island without Simber—they’'d have to wait . . . and hope he'd find them. 

But what if he didn't? 

Outside the wind howled and thunder crashed. Ishibashi looked out the stone 
doorway at Florence, who remained unaffected by the horrible weather. “Are you 
okay, robot?” 

Florence, disturbed by the hopelessness of escape, murmured, “Yes, I'm fine. 
Thank you." 

Ishibashi turned back to the other Artiméans. “You know by now a hurricane 
is a terrible storm. Every day the hurricane comes. It howls all afternoon and 
through the night. In the morning the storm rests, only to return a short time 
later, more fierce than the day before." 

"Every single day?” Sky asked. She couldn't imagine it. She had seen very little 
rain in her life, and she didn't like it. Automatically her hand went to her throat, 
which had once worn the thorns that had silenced her voice. She wasn't sure 
which was worse—that, or living in a hurricane like this every day of your life. 
She found herself longing for Artimé. And she wasn't the only one. 

Ishibashi's face wore the effects of many years of sorrow and hurricanes. 
"Every single day,” he said softly. 


> 


Trying Not to Panic 


After the gathering, Ishibashi and the other two scientists left the Artiméans to 
get settled. Once alone, fear and worry spread through the group. How were 
they going to get out of here? When would they have time to fix the boat with 
the hurricane pounding them every day and blowing away all their supplies? And 
once Simber returned, how was Alex going to transport the ship far enough 
outside of the treacherous hurricane zone to keep it from crashing on the rocks 
again? 

Henry was the one to say it out loud. “If Simber had been with us, he would 
have seen this coming and steered us away. We wouldn't be stuck here.” 

Crow couldn't hide his fear. “I don't like this place. Are we stuck here 
forever?" 

"We have to get out of here,” Samheed muttered. “We have to.” He clenched 
his fists and began to pace the floor. 

"Everybody, please stay calm,” Alex said, not feeling calm in the slightest. 
"We will get out of here.” 

Samheed stopped in front of Alex, his face intense. "How?" 

Alex flinched. “We'll fix the ship and wait for Simber.” 

"Fixing the ship will take forever!" 

"We'll get it done, Samheed,” Alex said through clenched teeth. 

"Yeah, well what if Simber doesn't come? We're stuck here!" 

"Sam," Lani said. “Take it easy. We'll figure it out.” 

"Of course we will,” Ms. Octavia said. “We always do.” 

But her words didn’t sound as sure as everyone wanted. 

Copper spoke up. “In fixing the ship, we just have to be efficient with timing. 
We can do the salvaging and repair work during the morning reprieve from the 
storm,” she said. “And any leftover material we have each day, why, we'll drag it 


into the shelter so it doesn't blow away, and work on it in here. That way the 
next day we'll have material to build with as soon as we can head outside safely.” 

She paused, and then leaned forward, putting a gentle hand on Samheed's 
shoulder. "You don't know me very well. And maybe I seem weak because | was a 
captured slave to the pirates. But I promise you that I know what I'm doing. | 
know how to fix ships, and so do Sky and Crow.” She looked at her children, 
and they nodded solemnly. “You have to trust us and Florence. Together we can 
get this done.” 

"And what about the rest of the time?” Samheed prompted. “Sit in this cave? 
Endlessly? I'll go crazy. I'm already going crazy just thinking about it.” 

"The rest of the day we'll do what we do best,” Alex said. "We'll make spell 
components. | don't know about you guys, but I'm almost out of them, and we 
lost a whole crate full of them when we wrecked." 

The others checked their supplies and reported minimal components 
remaining. "What are we going to use to make them?” Lani mused. She peered 
out the door as the rain pounded the rocky ground like a million footsteps. “All 
there is here is rocks and moss." 

Alex's face was troubled. "Then we use rocks and moss,” he said weakly. “I can 
think of five new spells to create without even trying.” 

Samheed smirked, clearly calming down a bit. “Oh yeah? What are they, 
Stowe?” 

Alex could feel his ears growing hot. Of course Samheed was going to call 
Alex out. That's what Samheed did. And that's why Alex liked him so much, even 
if Sam was a little intense. He scrambled to think of something to say as a retort. 
"If I told you, you might steal my awesome ideas,” Alex said. 

Samheed laughed. “Nice try. Come on. What are they? You don't even have 
one, do you.” 

Lani hid a grin. The two had been sparring since they were boys in Quill, and 
clearly it wasn't about to change now. 

With all eyes on him, Alex knew he had to say something or risk looking 
stupid. Even if he couldn't make the magic work, he had to save face and show 
his leadership right now. 

He coughed to stall for time, shuffled his feet, and finally blurted out the first 
thing that came to him. “A flying carpet. That's one idea.” 

Samheed blinked. “A flying rock carpet? Ha! Yeah, that'll work.” 

Alex shook his head as the idea took form in his mind. "No, you dolt,” he said, 
and stood up a little straighter. "A flying moss carpet.” And then, as it dawned on 


him, he added triumphantly, “And that, my friend, is what will help us get off 
this island." 


Liam Does the Dirty Work 


After Aaron gave him the impossible task of stealing components from Artimé, 
Liam Healy retreated to his room at the top of the stairs, in the palace tower. It 
was a room chosen for him by Eva Fathom, who had become his dear friend in 
the short time they'd spent together. She'd given him this room because it was 
the highest point in all of Quill, and anyone who spent day after day awaiting 
death in the Ancients Sector before finally being rescued deserved to have a high 
point in life. 

Above him, the point of the tower held up the barbed-wire sky that covered 
all of Quill. If he stood by one window, he could see nearly all of Quill spread 
out before him. And if he stood on his tiptoes by the other window, such that his 
hair brushed the sloping ceiling, and pressed his face against the top pane of 
glass just so, he could barely see over the wall to the sea. 

He didn't bother to look at it now, though, for he was quite perturbed about 
the task at hand. Instead he arranged his chair by the window, just outside the 
realm of the sunlight that streamed in, sat down, and thought about how he 
could possibly convince anyone in Artimé—through brutality or otherwise—to 
give him multiple magical spell components and tell him how they worked. 

Brutality was clearly out of the question. It was only something Aaron had 
suggested, and something Liam would have done without much thought in the 
past. But Liam was done with that life. And once his eyes had been opened, he 
realized he hadn't really liked hurting people in the first place. In fact, he now 
looked back in horror at the attacks he'd made on Artimé when he was a 
Restorer, and at doing one of the most horrendous things a human could 
possibly do—hold another human hostage and treat her, well, treat her terribly. 
He had pushed aside their former friendship, and worse, intentionally ignored 


the fact that she was a human with feelings and goals and .. . and a life. An 
actual, good, helpful life to live. A life completely unlike his own had been. 

He didn't even know that man now. The old Liam was obedient to Quill's 
high priest. He didn't dream. He didn't express emotion. He followed the law 
and never had an original thought. From the time he was thirteen, when his 
friend Claire was sent to her death, until he and the other Restorers attacked 
Artimé and he'd seen her there, alive after all these years, Liam had given his 
entire self over to the power of Justine—the power she had to take away a best 
friend without anyone objecting. The power to make a person give up 
everything and obey, because obeying was easy, and standing against her seemed 
impossible. 

And even when he saw Claire, and knew she was alive, he still did those 
horrible things to her because the high priest had more control over him than his 
own conscience. What a weakling. 

It's too late to change, he'd told himself back then. It's the only way to get by. And 
then later, Aaron forced me to do it. That's the weak excuse he offered himself 
whenever the guilt pushed its way to the surface of his bland, recycled thoughts. 

How he wished he could take it all back. How he regretted the man he had 
become. How he longed to go back in time and live his life the right way, even if 
it meant he'd be put to death for it. Anything would be better than living with 
this torment. 

But he had done all of those things, and he had made those mistakes. There 
was no one else to blame for his own bad decisions. He knew that now. Boy, did 
he know it. 

And if it truly was too late for forgiveness from Claire and from Haluki and 
from all of Artimé, too, well, then Liam would get what he deserved. But he 
wasn't going to stop trying to fix things. Eva Fathom had given him another 
chance. Another life. A new life. 

He was going to live this one right, even if it killed him. But he had to go 
about it the right way if he was going to make a difference, make things better. 
He had to pretend for a while. He couldn't lose Aaron's trust—Eva was counting 
on him. All of Artimé was counting on him, though they didn't know it yet. He 
couldn't mess this up. 

Ugh. Poor, stupid Aaron. Making all the same mistakes Liam did, and more, 
for the sake of an errant goal. 

Liam leaned forward and cupped his face with his hands. 


» » « «K 


After a while he rose up out of his chair and walked down the winding, uneven 
tower staircase, down the hall past Aaron's closed office door, and down the 
main staircase to the door. He left the palace and continued down the driveway. 
His steps were firm and his jaw was set, and the guards opened the portcullis 
without question for the governor. They trusted him, though they shouldn't. 

He walked toward Artimé in the shadow of the wall, which would soon be 
coming down. When he drew near to the most desolate part of Quill, he could 
hear the distant sound of workers assembling, preparing to begin deconstruction. 
And when he reached the gates of Artimé, he weaved through the crowd of 
Necessaries and Quillitary and stepped inside the magical world. He presented 
himself to the girrinos, and behind them, hundreds of Artiméans had gathered 
on the lawn when they noticed the commotion in Quill. 

An authoritative-looking young woman with reddish hair and freckles came 
forward at the sight of him. 

"Greetings," Liam said. Hadn't she been the one who rushed past him in the 
palace a few days ago? He wasn't sure. 

She folded her arms across her chest and glared. “What do you want?” 

"I would like to request a meeting with Ms. Claire Morning.” 

The first hammer slammed against the wall behind Liam. He ducked, glanced 
over his shoulder, and took a few tiny steps toward the girl, which he 
immediately regretted, as she did not move along with him. 

"My name is Liam Healy,” he said as another hammer hit. Bits of rubble 
pattered on his back, and he lifted his shoulders to keep stones from slipping 
down his shirt collar. “And I am not with them." 





Ms. Morning Stands Her Ground 


Oh, I know who you are, Governor Healy,” said Meghan, "and if I remember 


correctly, the last time you came here, my friend Samheed warned you never to 
come back or he'd kill you. Do you remember that?” 

"l-I-I—ah, yes,” said Liam, beginning to stutter and sweat profusely, both of 
which he did frequently when nervous. "Actually, I do recall that. Is he,” he said, 
his eyes darting all around the crowd, “ah, is he here?" 

Meghan glared. “Maybe he is and maybe he isn't. | guess you'll find out 
eventually.” 

Liam swallowed hard. This wasn't going at all how he'd planned it. “I s-s- 
suppose | shall. And—and what about Claire? Ms. Morning?" 

"Do you really think she'd want to see you? Really?” Meghan asked. “You are 
quite an idiot, aren't you?” 

“I—yes. Yes, I am.” More rubble, including a large hunk of rock, showered 
onto Liam. He stood there, completely miserable, but not ready to give up. 

Meghan laughed. “Well, at least you admit it. That's certainly something.” She 
looked around him to the Quillitary. “What in the world are they doing?” 

"Oh" said Liam, glad for the change of subject. “Aaron has—that is, the High 
Priest Aaron—has ordered the entire wall to come down." 

Meghan stared. “You're joking.” 


"No, no, he's done it. We Quillens don't joke, you may recall. And it's, ah, as 
you can see, coming down. Quite explosively, I might add.” He looked down at 
his feet. The rubble was beginning to gather around his shoes. “If I stand here 
long enough,” he said brightly, “your friend Samheed might not have to go 
through the effort of killing me. Or, ah, burying me, either." 

Meghan’s face twisted with delight and puzzlement at the man before her. But 
she quickly remembered what he had done to Ms. Morning, and her expression 
soured. “I'll see if Ms. Morning wants to see you.” She turned to the girrinos. 
"Don't let him move a single step.” 

"Oh, we won't,” sang the three ladies. They lumbered over and made a 
triangular cage around him with their bodies. 

Meghan darted through the crowd and disappeared. 

A moment later Simber appeared from the mansion and walked regally toward 
Liam. The governor hadn't expected to find the creature here today. Eva had 
told him the cheetah had accompanied Alex on his journey, but perhaps she'd 
been mistaken. Or perhaps they'd returned home. He began to perspire even 
more heavily now, but the enormous creature sat down a good bit away. Liam 
wiped his brow and hoped he didn't faint here in his girrino prison. That would 
look very bad. The Quillitary would no doubt report that to Aaron. 

More rubble. 

Soon Meghan returned, and the girrinos moved away to offer them privacy to 
speak. Liam lifted his chin and searched the young woman's face. 

"Will she see me?” he asked, his head swimming. 

Meghan looked at him. He was pitiful, really. The back of him was covered 
from head to toe in gray dust and pebbles, and his shirt was soaked through with 
sweat. “Sorry,” she said, and as she said it, she actually did feel a little bit sorry 
for the man. “She told me to tell you to go away and never come back." 

Liam's face fell, and his heart sank. He closed his eyes, letting the sweat drip 
in and sting them, and he wavered a moment on his feet. He should have 
expected this, he knew. 

"Oh," he said. He opened his eyes and found the girl looking curiously at him. 
"Did she . . . did she say anything else?" 

"Actually, yes, but I chose to edit out some of the unsavory words.” Meghan 
offered a cool smile. 

"I see.” Liam stood there another minute, lost in his thoughts, and then he 
turned to go. "All right,” he said, pausing and looking back at Meghan. “I do 
understand. Thank you, and I'm sorry for the intrusion.” 


A spray of rubble peppered his front side and he put his arm up to shield his 
face. He took a step toward Quill. 

"She also said she knows you were friends with Eva,” Meghan called after him. 
"But you should still go away. So if that's what you came for, she already knows." 

Liam stopped in his tracks. He turned slowly, oblivious to the pelting rocks 
now. He returned to Meghan, slipping a little over the gravel, and whispered 
harshly under the pounding noise, “Please don't shout that information, miss, | 
beg you. But tell me, how in Quill could she possibly know that?" 

Meghan shrugged and lowered her voice. "Sean told us.” 

"Sean—Sean’s . . . here? Has the ship returned?" 

"No, just him and Carina. He broke his leg, so Simber brought him back." 

Liam glanced at the cheetah, who was coming closer now. He turned back to 
Meghan. “Sean's here," he said, thinking very hard. "Sean's bere." 

"I think the rocks may be affecting you." 

Liam didn’t hear her. “That's it," he said under his breath. “Sean's here.” 

"Yes," Meghan said, rolling her eyes. "I know." 

"May I... may I speak to bim, perhaps?" 

Meghan frowned. She looked at Simber, who shrugged. It was her call. 

She sighed loudly. “I'll go ask." She ran back to the mansion, leaving Liam 
once more to think through his assignment. Maybe, just maybe, there was a way 
to do this. And if he succeeded, and saved Artimé . . . perhaps Claire would 
speak to him again. 

A few minutes later Meghan returned, slightly out of breath. 

"He says sure, come on in.” 

Liam blinked. 

Meghan turned to lead the way. Liam stared for a moment, then he shook the 
rubble out of his shoes and followed. 





Liam Finally Finds a Friend 


Sean was alone in the hospital ward when Meghan led Liam into the mansion, 
trailing pebbles behind him as he walked. A young Unwanted descending the 
stairs frowned at the mess, pulled a tiny broom component from her vest, threw 
it, and muttered, “Sweep.” Immediately the pebbles bounded to one spot on the 
floor. The component grew to a dustpan, scooped the pebbles up, and closed 
inward upon itself several times until it disappeared. 

Liam watched over his shoulder, eyes wide. Everything he saw here was so 
incredible and foreign, and so colorful. He didn't know how to handle it. But he 
knew he had to stay focused. 

Meghan pulled two chairs to Sean's bedside. 

Sean, who was propped up on his pillows, reached out a hand. “Pleased to 
meet you, Liam,” he said, but his voice held a hint of reserve. He only had Eva's 
word on Liam's character, and the man very likely could have been conning the 
old woman—though he didn't think so. Eva was one of the smartest people he'd 
ever known, and he was still in shock over the news of her tragic death. 

Liam quickly wiped his grimy hands on his pants, sending a fresh shower of 
pebbles to the floor, and reached out to shake Sean's hand. “I'm pleased as well,” 
he said, though the phrase was foreign to him—people didn’t talk like that in 
Quill. “And, ah, I'm glad you were willing to see me. Eva spoke so highly of you.” 

Sean gave a grim smile. “That's actually nice to hear after the day I've had." 

Liam nodded, and though he had no idea what Sean was referring to, he 
didn't feel right about asking. 

There was a moment of awkward silence as Liam looked at Meghan. She 
narrowed her eyes, and then her face cleared. “Oh, I'm Meghan. Sean's sister. 


You don't mind if I sit in on your little chat, do you?” 

Liam shot Sean a fearful glance. He was already taking such a risk, and the 
young woman didn't seem to understand the enormity of situation he was in, nor 
the secrecy of it. 

"She's smarter than both of us, Liam,” Sean said. “She's staying.” 

Liam let out a small, shuddering breath, and nodded. "All right, then.” He bit 
his bottom lip, searching for words, and then he said, “Aaron has ordered me to 
bring him as many spell components as possible, along with the . . . the, ah, 
incantations that go with them.” 

Sean chuckled. “Has he, now? How interesting. And what does he expect to 
do with these items?" 

Liam looked puzzled. “Use them, sir. Against Artimé. I believe so, anyway.” 

Sean and Meghan exchanged near-identical frowns. They were silent for a 
moment, considering the information. 

“But—" Sean said, and stopped. 

"Do you think—?" Meghan said, and she stopped too. They looked at each 
other again, and then Meghan turned to Liam. “Do you think he can actually do 
magic? I mean... he got lucky a few times. . . ." She trailed off, remembering. "A 
few very important times. And if so, can anyone else in Quill? Do magic, | 
mean?” She knew of at least one other, that was certain. She touched her 
shoulder, where the burn from Gondoleery’s fireball still smarted. 

Sean shook his head. “I don't think so. When Quill attacked us the day Aaron 
killed Mr. Today, some of them cast spell components at us and they didn't 
work. They just bounced off us.” 

"But did your spells work?” asked Meghan, who hadn't been present during 
that attack. “Or did you all start fighting after Artimé disappeared?" 

Sean closed his eyes, remembering the horrible day. “Oh, you're right. It was 
after. Our spells didn't work, either.” He shook his head. “Sorry. My mind is a bit 
fuzzy from the medicine.” 

Liam waited politely until he was sure the siblings’ conversation was done. “I 
do think Aaron can do magic, and not just by accident,” he ventured. "For he's 
obviously done it more than once. And as for anyone else, well . . ." His face 
clouded as he remembered the time he and Eva had stopped by Gondoleery’s 
house and were greeted by a wave of heat. “Yes. I think there are others." 

Meghan wondered if Liam knew about Gondoleery too. But she hadn't told 
anyone of her visit to the palace, or what had taken place there—it hadn't been 
smart to go there alone, and she knew Ms. Morning would be furious to know 


she'd taken such a risk. She didn't know if she could trust Liam enough to say 
what she'd seen, so she continued to keep quiet about it. "Liam's right about 
that," she said simply. “There are others to be wary of in Quill.” She looked at 
Liam. "So why are you here? Did you think we would just give you a bunch of 
spell components or something?” She laughed. 

Liam's face paled. He cleared his throat and sat up straighter in his chair. “I'm 
here to see if you would consider a-a plan. Of mine, that is.” 

Sean's eyes narrowed. “What kind of plan?" 

Liam swallowed hard. “Ah, well, I was thinking maybe you could give me... 
some spell components . . .” 

Meghan’s lips parted. 

Sean raised an eyebrow. 

"And... ," Liam continued quickly. “And, ah, I would show them to Aaron, so 
he would see I did my job, and he'd trust me more, and then | could return them 
to you. And I'd just . . . I'd tell him that I was keeping them safe, you see. For 
when he needed them.” He dropped his eyes and mumbled, “But obviously | 
wouldn't be, because you'd have them back.” 

Sean and Meghan stared. 

"It's kind of a trick,” he added. The idea didn’t sound nearly as good out loud 
as it had seemed in Liam's head earlier. In fact, he was embarrassed by it, sitting 
here with two very intelligent people. How did they get to be Unwanted if they were so 
smart? he wondered. 

And then it dawned on him. One more crack in Quill's philosophy. Eva could 
do magic. She was creative and intelligent. Sean and Meghan were too. And 
Claire, of course . . . Justine’s words haunted him. “The strong, intelligent 
Wanteds go to university. The creative Unwanteds are sent to their deaths.” Not 
even Justine herself had said that the creative children were unintelligent. It was 
just something the Wanteds assumed. Now, thinking about it, it didn’t seem very 
intelligent of the Wanteds to assume such a thing as that. What a land of fools. 

Liam sighed weakly and slumped in his chair. “I realize now how this sounds. 
I'm not, ah, not very practiced when it comes to ideas. Not yet, anyway. I'm sorry 
for wasting your time. Forgive me.” He pushed back his chair and stood up, 
unable to look either Sean or Meghan in the eye, and hurried out of the hospital 
ward to the sound of their incredulous silence. 

Now what was he going to do? He thought about the options as he left the 
mansion and strode, head down, across the lawn and through the ever-widening 
opening into Quill. He'd have to admit to Aaron sooner or later that he wasn't 


able to complete the task. Maybe he could drag it out for a few days before 
Aaron sent him back to the Ancients Sector. 

As he slipped over the shifting gravel below his feet and ducked to avoid the 
largest chunks of the wall that sailed through the air, he realized what a total 
failure he was. How ridiculous of him to think Claire would ever consider being 
his friend again. It was impossible. Especially once she got wind of his visit and 
his stupid request. “Oh, Liam,” he chided as he walked the dusty road of Quill 
back toward the palace, leaving the noise behind, "Liam, you are a fool.” 

"Liam!" came a voice behind him. 

He stopped. 

"Liam!" the voice called again. 

He turned. It was Meghan, running toward him. 

"Wait," she called, slightly out of breath. 

"Yes?" Liam asked. "Have I forgotten something? My hat, perhaps?” His hand 
went to his head and he absently brushed pebbles from his hair. He hadn't been 
wearing a hat, but in his embarrassment he could think of nothing else to say. 

"You are a strange man,” Meghan declared. "Very strange. But I wanted to 
thank you for telling us what Aaron was planning. That's helpful.” 

Liam looked up. “You're welcome. I'm on your side. I want you to know that. 
Just as Eva was. I don't know if you believe me, but there it is. I'm also very sorry 
—so incredibly sorry, for what I did to Claire, and if you could pass that 
information along, I would appreciate it very much.” 

Meghan regarded him for a long moment. “I will," she said. 

"Thank you.” He turned to go once more. 

“Just a moment,” Meghan said. "I wasn't finished.” 

"My vast apologies, Meghan.” He waited. 

"You see," she went on thoughtfully, "I think I have an idea to help you with 
your little problem. And I must say, it's a very good one—the idea, I mean. | 
think you'll like it." With that, she grinned impishly and started back toward 
Artimé. “Come on, then!" she called out over her shoulder. 

Liam watched her for a moment, a puzzled look on his face, and shuffled after 


her. 
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An hour or so later, Liam Healy, Governor to the High Priest Aaron of Quill, 
walked out of Artimé with his shoulders set, his head held high, and a large sack 


under one arm. He very nearly started to whistle as he walked, but then he 
remembered—just in time—where he was. 


> 


Aaron Builds a Machine 


When Liam returned to the palace with the sack of spell components under his 
arm, the door to Aaron's office was open. He peeked in. 

Taking up nearly all the space on Aaron's desk was a sparse contraption made 
up of rusty metal pieces. Gears were strewn all about along with other pieces of 
metal of every size and shape. Leaning over the contraption was Aaron. His 
priestly robe lay on the floor in a heap and the sleeves of his shirt were pushed 
up. There was a streak of dirt near his jaw. Surrounding the desk were several 
large burlap sacks overflowing with various nuts from the Favored Farm. 

Aaron didn't notice Liam, for he was incredibly intent on the task before him. 
He muttered to himself now and then. Things like “If this goes here, then | 
need... ah yes” and “Where in Quill did I put my wrench?" 

"It's in your back pocket, sir," Liam offered. 

Aaron looked up, startled. "Oh, it's you, is it?” 

"Yes." 

Aaron reached for the wrench and almost grinned before he stopped himself. 
He was having more fun than he'd had in a very long time, but no one needed to 
know that. 

Liam took a step inside the room. “What are you making, if I may ask?” 

"None of your business,” Aaron snapped out, without thinking. It was second 
nature to him to respond like that, even when he didn't mean to or need to. He 
didn't even realize he said it, and continued, “It's an oil press.” 

"Very nice,” Liam said. He was intrigued by Aaron's ability to think of such a 
thing. "You seem to be very good at putting it together.” He came closer and 
spoke in a low voice, as if he were doing something wrong by asking, "Tell me— 
how did you come to, ah, to create such a thing? How did you know what to do 
with all the metal pieces and such?” He realized he didn't know the names of any 


of the instruments or parts that Aaron was working with. Most people in Quill 
didn't have access to such things. 

Aaron frowned and didn't answer. He turned his attention to Liam, looking 
him over. “Where have you been? What's that in your hair?” 

"Oh!" Liam said, rubbing his free hand through his hair and dusting off his 
shoulders. "While I was out getting the spell components, I spent a bit of time, 
ah, overseeing the wall destruction. It's coming along quite well.” 

Aaron set the wrench down on the table. "Really? That's good . . . I suppose. | 
mean, yes, that's very good.” His eyes landed on the sack under Liam's arm. “And 
what's that?” 

"The spell components you requested, High Priest," Liam said. He nodded 
politely. 

Aaron gave him a skeptical look. "You got the spell components already? And 
you know how to use them?” 

"Oh, yes. I knew you wanted them right away, so I took care of it 
immediately. Only had to torture two Artiméans to get what I needed," he said. 

Aaron's eyes widened. “Well,” he said, trying not to sound impressed, "I admit 
I didn't think you had it in you. Torture, you say? That's . . . that's a job well 
done." 

"Thank you, High Priest.” He began opening the bag. "Do you want to see?” 

Aaron was curious, indeed, but the contraption was calling him. “I'm focused 
on this task at the moment, since we won't have General Blair's help until I figure 
this out. Save the spells for later when I can concentrate, will you?” 

Liam obliged, securing the sack once more. “I'll keep these safe until you're 
ready.” 

"It may be a few weeks, unfortunately. This is slow going.” Aaron turned back 
to his oil press, picked up the wrench, and started tinkering. Liam watched 
curiously for a moment, and then regarded the high priest thoughtfully before 
turning on his heel and heading out of Aaron's office. 

"Liam," Aaron called as the governor disappeared. 

He poked his head back into the office. “Yes, High Priest?” 

"Be sure Gondoleery doesn't hear about those spell components, all right?” 

Liam nodded. “Of course.” He paused. “Where has she been, by the way?” 

Aaron sighed and turned back to his machine. “If we only knew,” he muttered. 


The Wall Comes Down 


Jimber paced the lawn in front of the workers as the wall crumbled, making a 
huge mess along the entire border between Quill and Artimé. The work 
continued around the clock, with two teams going in opposite directions around 
the island. By the next morning, the area where the gate had been was free of all 
Quillens, and the people of Artimé had an expanded view of the ugly land of 
Quill. 

Meghan and Carina met Simber and Ms. Morning on the lawn to figure out 
what to do about it all. 

"What do you think about this, Simber?” Meghan asked. 

Simber had been contemplating the action since the demolition began. "I 
think tearrring the wall down is an excellent idea,” he said. “Which is why it's so 
puzzling to me that they'rrre doing it. I can't think of anotherrr time when I've 
agrrreed with something Quill does.” 

They watched as a large section at the top of the wall came down with a 
tremendous thud, shaking the land, and barely missing a handful of workers who 
scurried away just in time. 

"Not only is it dangerous,” Carina said, "but it seems very suspicious to me, 
and I can think of only one reason why they're doing it.” 

"Me too,” Meghan said. 

"Me thrrree,” added Simber. “Aarrron is clearrrly plotting anotherrr attack 
against us.” 

The two young women nodded, and Meghan shared what Liam had told her 
about Aaron's plan to take over Artimé. 

Ms. Morning frowned at the mention of his name, but she seemed grateful for 
the information. 


"I wonder if they finally figured out how terrible their original attack plan 
was,” mused Carina. “But if they're trying to widen the access to make us more 
vulnerable, they're going to have to remove or smooth out all of this rubble to 
get their pathetic vehicles through.” 

"It'll definitely take a while,” Meghan said. She glanced out to sea, wondering 
if she'd find Alex and the ship magically appearing in the distance. But they 
weren't there. “Are you and Carina going back to the ship, Sim?” 

The stone cheetah growled his indecision. He felt uneasy about being away 
from Alex. “I don't know," he said. “Not rrright now, anyway. I'm quite 
concerrrned about all of this.” He waved a paw at the workers. 

"Carina should definitely stay here," Ms. Morning said. "We need her as a 
fighter in case something happens.” 

"I think that's a wise decision,” Carina said. “And, Simber, why don't we see 
how things progress? There's not much you can do for the ship anyway. They 
just have to take it slow.” 

Simber nodded. “Yes, that’s what I've been thinking. And I rrreally need to be 
prrresent herrre for the moment. | make the Quillitarrry uncomforrrtable. If they 
see me leave, they might considerrr Arrrtimé vulnerrrable. We mustn't let on that 
not all of ourrr best fighterrrs arrre herrre at the moment.” 

"Or Alex, for that matter,” Meghan said. "He's been away from home too 
long. It doesn't feel safe, you know? What if something happens? I hope they get 
back soon.” She wanted the safety of Alex's presence, sure, but she missed him 
and her other friends terribly. 

"So it's settled, then,” Carina said. "Simber and I will remain in Artimé for 
now.” 

"I think that's the best plan,” Meghan said. 

"I agrrree," Simber said. “And I know the ship will be back soon. It has to be." 
He looked out over the sea, more worried than he was willing to say. 





The Tube 


Saying he could create a flying carpet component was easier than actually doing 
it. Alex knew it would take an incredible amount of construction, turning little 
bits of moss into a component sturdy enough to hold a person and fly them 
around. It would be very time consuming, and he didn't actually know if it would 
work. Secretly Alex wasn't too worried though. He wouldn't need to tackle the 
task at all if his own personal flying carpet, Simber, returned soon. Besides, there 
were a number of other things that were more important at the moment. And 
there was still one possible solution that would get most of them home in an 
instant, if only Alex could fix the tube. 

Confident that Copper and Florence could direct the others in scavenging 
and fixing the ship, Alex's first order of business was to revisit that option. At 
dawn, before the precious hour of calm arrived, he sought out the island's 
gracious host, finding him in the greenhouse. 

“Good morning, Ishibashi-san,” Alex said. “I'd like to try to fix the magic tube. 
Do you have any tools | could use?" 

"I do." Ishibashi led Alex to a small room that was filled with a hodgepodge of 
supplies. It appeared the scientists had done a fair amount of scavenging over the 
years. "You may use anything in here,” Ishibashi said. He left Alex to explore on 


his own, but returned a moment later with an overflowing handful of broken 
knobs and springs, cracked buttons, and a few unidentifiable bits of metal. 

Alex raised an eyebrow. “What's this?” 

"Sato found these years ago after a violent wreck that sent debris crashing into 
Marcus Today's tube. Some pieces he found inside the tube, some wedged 
between rocks nearby. He collected them and saved them for Mr. Marcus 
Today, but our friend does not return.” 

Alex cringed. “I'm sorry, Ishibashi-san. | meant to tell you when you first 
mentioned him, but we were distracted by the storm. Mr. Today... he died. He 
was killed by my brother. . . ." He sighed and briefly closed his eyes. “Never 
mind. It's complicated.” 

Ishibashi narrowed his eyes. “Your family was the enemy of Marcus Today?" 

"No!" Alex exclaimed. "No, not at all. I loved him. He was—he was like a 
father. . . ." He stopped, overwhelmed. He didn't have the emotional stamina left 
to explain further, except to add, “My brother is my enemy.” The lifeless words 
hit the rock walls with a dull thud. Alex dropped his gaze. 

Ishibashi nodded. “I see. | am sorry.” He was silent for a moment as a wave of 
pain washed over his face, and then his countenance cleared and he held out the 
mass of broken pieces. "This will help you fix the tube?" 

Alex reached out, and Ishibashi poured them into his hands. 

"Thank you,” Alex said. “Truly.” He hoped the scientist knew he meant it. 

Ishibashi's lips curved into a sympathetic smile. He put a hand on Alex's arm, 
nodded, and then disappeared once more, leaving Alex to his thoughts. 
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When the sky grew lighter and the lightning faded, and the others headed to the 
shore to work on the ship, Alex darted out into the wind and rain with a woven 
bag full of tools, supplies, and the bits and pieces of the control panel that 
Ishibashi had given him. He made his way across the rocky terrain and slipped 
inside the tube, which offered a bit of shelter from the elements. Setting the bag 
down, he looked everything over carefully. The tube was in rough shape. 

The entire unit slanted fifteen degrees or so in one direction—enough that 
Alex couldn't stand up straight in it without his head brushing the glass wall. He 
stepped outside and pressed his hands against it, trying to push it back the way it 
was supposed to be, but it didn't move. He pushed the tube harder, but nothing 
happened. Finally he slammed his shoulder into it with all his might. 


It didn't budge. Alex stepped back to catch his breath, and then he moved 
around the circumference of the tube and saw that years of constant wind had 
forced sand and debris to build up under one side, causing the tilt. He scraped at 
the base of the tube with his hands, then thought the better of that and pulled a 
long metal bar with a flat end from the bag and began chipping at the refuse. It 
was packed so tightly that it seemed practically petrified. Alex worked at it with 
all of his strength until a large chunk of debris cracked loose. He poked and 
prodded, trying to dig all the way to the root of the problem, and finally he 
dislodged the entire wedge enough to get a decent grasp on it with his fingers. 
He set down the tool, gripped the edge, and yanked it out. The tube groaned 
and settled into place with a satisfying thud. 

A few moments in the rain had the block of particles disintegrating in Alex's 
hand. He tossed it aside. It crumbled and the wind picked up the pieces and sent 
them out to sea. Alex wiped his hands on his pants and stepped back inside the 
tube. It was slightly wobbly, but level for the most part. He jumped up and down 
a bit, making sure it was stable, and felt it settle even farther into place. Satisfied, 
Alex got on his knees and began scraping up the moss on the floor, pocketing 
the green bits to use later for components. 

When it was fairly clean, he stepped out once more and began collecting 
rocks and dragging them over to the base of the tube. He propped them up 
against the sides in order to hold the tube in place and act as a barrier to block 
further debris from working its way underneath. 

"Now for the hard part,” he muttered, looking at the broken panel. He dug 
inside the bag and pulled out some of the pieces Ishibashi had given him. He 
looked at them. He studied the panel. He looked at the pieces again, hesitated, 
picked up one, and pressed it into a hole. It fell through and clattered to the 
floor. 

Alex picked it up and stared some more. He hadn't felt this lost on a project in 
a long time. Clearly the mechanics of the tube system were beyond Alex's 
abilities, at least without some sort of guide. “Add Repair Your Tube in Seconds! to 
the list of books I need to find in Mr. Today's messy library," he muttered. And 
then his heart sank as he remembered he might never get back there. He sighed, 
completely discouraged. "Simber," he groaned. “Help. Get us out of here!” 
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Over the course of the hour of calm, Alex tried plugging every piece into the 
panel in a variety of combinations. He used tools and supplies from Ishibashi to 


attempt to secure the controls in place. He imagined what magical incantations 
Mr. Today might have come up with to make the thing work. He even managed 
to find the piece that looked like the most important directional button, and he 
got it to fit partially in the space where he thought it should go. But when he 
pressed it, nothing happened. 

It was no use. The tube was broken beyond repair. 

He kept trying, barely noticing the worsening storm until the sky grew too 
dark for him to see clearly. He looked up just in time to see a big scrubby bush 
flying through the air straight at him. Alex covered his face and let out a gasp as 
it slammed into the side of the tube, then bounced around it, out of sight. 

Alex opened his eyes. He had to get to the shelter. He took one last look at 
the control panel, which now resembled something Carina’s young son Seth 
might create—a pile of junk all stuck together—and shook his head. This tube 
would never work again. Eyeing the storm, he hoisted the bag to his shoulder, 
took a breath, and dashed out into it. The wind nearly took him away, so he bent 
down and pressed forward, shielding his face from the blowing bits of dirt and 
brush and the thick waves of rain, until finally he made it back to the shelter. He 
staggered past Florence and ducked inside, the wind howling behind him. 

When he lifted his head, he saw the Artiméans awaiting him with hopeful 
faces. Alex, streaming wet, took one look at them, sighed, and shook his head. 
"There's no fixing it,” he said. “Maybe Ms. Morning or Mr. Appleblossom would 
know what to do if they were here, but they're not. I tried everything I could 
think of." 

Fear returned to their eyes. Another hope dashed. 

"I'm sorry,” Alex said. 

"But what—" Crow began. 

Alex interrupted. “We keep working on the ship until Simber comes,” he said. 
He looked from one dejected face to the next. “Please, just focus on the ship, and 
find useful things to do during the times we're stuck inside. Got it?” His words 
came out sharper than he intended, but he couldn't stand to hear another person 
ask what they'd do if Simber didn't come back. He wiped the rain and dirt from 
his eyes, and added with false surety, "He's coming back.” 

The murmurs began anew. 

Something about this situation reminded Alex of when Artimé was lost, and 
people were getting restless and angry. Only back then he'd had his silent 
partner to lean on. She was here now, but there was no leaning. She was among 
the first to turn away. 


One by one his friends walked off, leaving Alex to brood alone. 





The Art of Rebuilding 


With such a limited amount of time each day to scavenge the other wrecks, 


shipbuilding was slow. Florence could work longer than the others in the gale- 
force winds each day, but not much— it didn't take very many minutes for the 
wind to be so furious that it would rip material and tools right out of her hands 
and carry them skittering across the rocky ground, no matter how hard she tried 
to hold on. 

After the first few days of waiting just a little too long to pack up the excess 
material only to lose it to the wind, Florence, Copper, and Sky began to pay 
careful attention to the storm's warning signs. Florence and Copper instructed 
the scavengers to gather up the extra material before it was too late and carry 
into the shelter each day when the hurricane returned. And they used the time in 
the shelter to construct the necessary pieces for the next day. 

The scavengers had a variety of other things to keep them busy as well when 
they were forced inside the stone structure. Captain Ahab needed attention after 
his injuries, so Ms. Octavia did what she could to help him hear once more, 
going so far as to take his head apart and clean it out to see if that would help 
him make a bit more sense. Inside she found quite a lot of cobwebs, a tiny mouse 
that was slightly larger than Kitten, three honeybees, and a rather delicate 
butterfly cocoon attached to a twig. Everyone was quite sure these items must 
have contributed to the statue's increasing dementia. Ms. Octavia also found 
some pieces of Ahab’'s broken ear inside, which was definitely causing the 
rattling sound. 

They placed the cocoon in a jar in the greenhouse where Ishibashi, Ito, and 
Sato could watch for the butterfly to appear, and they shooed the honeybees in 


that direction as well, to the scientists’ great delight. They let the mouse run 
about through the cave, where it chased Kitten and pounced on her a little too 
rambunctiously, causing Kitten’s porcelain tail to get a chip in it. Luckily, Ms. 
Octavia fixed Kitten immediately, and then she herded the little mouse into one 
of the unused nooks and gave it some food and materials for nest making, which 
kept it busy from that point on. 

Once Ahab's head was put back together and reattached, he felt better than 
he had in a long time, and he began to help with the ship's reconstruction, 
choosing the grand task of making a new helm from chunks of driftwood. Fox 
delivered some giant auger shells to the shelter, courtesy of Spike, who had 
batted them ashore with her tail. Ahab used the shells for the wheel's spindles, 
which gave it an exotic look. 

Henry and Crow spent part of their indoor time helping Alex with spell 
components and assisting Copper with ship parts. But Henry often snuck away 
from the others and tagged along after Ishibashi, learning about the greenhouse 
that Mr. Today had helped create, and talking to the little man about scientific 
things. 

Samheed, Lani, and Alex collected moss and pebbles every chance they could 
get to try to create new magical spells. Ishibashi was gracious enough to let them 
go through the storage room as well as his personal collection of strange items 
that he'd picked up from wreckages over the years. There they found a large 
bucket of something called rubber cement, which Alex determined was perfect 
to help seal and preserve the ship—once he added a little magic, of course. He 
and the others went to work rolling bits of the rubber cement into tiny 
component-size balls so they'd be ready as soon as Florence and Copper finished 
the repairs. And while he worked, Alex thought and thought about how to 
construct the flying carpet component. After a few failed attempts at creating 
something viable with the moss he'd collected, he came to the conclusion that 
there was no way to make the moss dense enough without a loom to weave it. 
And that was definitely one thing Ishibashi didn't have. 

One evening, Alex found a private nook, sat down, and rested his head 
against the wall in defeat. It was almost harder to create things here on this 
barren island than it was in Quill, where things were outlawed. At least there 
he'd have chicken bones to whittle into a makeshift loom. Here he only had 
random junk to work with, and the only things in abundance were moss and 
rocks. 


Sky walked past the nook and hesitated when she caught sight of him. A 
shadow passed over her face and she nearly continued on. But instead she asked 
gruffly, “Everything okay?" 

Alex turned to look at her. He shrugged. “Not really,” he said, surprising 
himself with the confession. He'd been increasingly positive in front of the team. 

Sky knit her brows. “What's wrong?” 

Alex looked away, embarrassed. “Nothing. I don't know why I said that.” 

"Oh." She shuffled her feet, contemplating her plan of escape from the 
awkwardness, when he spoke again. 

"It's fine really. I'm just frustrated,” he muttered. “I can't create the flying 
carpet component without a loom, so if you happen to find one anywhere . . .” 
He shrugged again and his face got warm. “Stupid, I know. Never mind. I'm just 
in a weird funk. I'll just . . . yeah. I think I'm tired. I'll figure something out." 

"Yeah. Okay,” Sky mumbled. She frowned at the floor, and then turned and 
slipped away. 

Alex watched her go, and then shook his head. “Stupid,” he muttered. 
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By the end of a week, the Artiméans had grown accustomed to the schedule, and 
their days began running quite smoothly. During the hour or so of calm each day 
when Alex was outside, diving and pulling things from shipwrecks, he didn't 
have time to think about much besides the task at hand. But when he was in the 
rock shelter, he had plenty of time to think about how senseless all this ship 
repair was without Simber there to get them safely on board. 

Where was he? Why wasn't he back yet? Were they so far from home that it 
would take him this many days to make a round trip? 

Alex assumed that the cat's keen eyes would have no trouble spotting the ship 
on the shore of this island, in spite of the raging storm, but what if Alex and the 
others had actually floated much farther off course than Simber expected? What 
if Simber couldn't find them and was just flying aimlessly over the ocean? Or 
worse .. . what if something had happened to him? There was a time not long 
ago when Alex had foolishly thought Simber invincible. But he knew better now. 

Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato were ever gracious, giving the visitors plenty of space 
and privacy. But sometimes in the evenings, Ishibashi joined them around the 
fire. 

"I am hungry for your stories,” he said. "Do you have any?” 


Fox and Kitten had plenty, and with Simber gone, Fox could tell them 
without fear of reproach. The other Artiméans shared stories from their trip to 
the Island of Legends, much to Ishibashi's delight. “A living-crab island," he 
marveled again and again. "I can hardly believe it.” 

Something Ishibashi had said the first day they met stuck with Sky, and one 
night, before he could ask for stories, she said to him, "Tell us a shipwreck story. 
When did all the wrecks happen? Have you explored them?" 

"Yeah," said Crow. “What about the vehicles that are all underwater? Where 
did they come from?" 

Ishibashi pursed his lips. He glanced down at his wrinkled old hands. “Where? 
That is a question indeed.” 

The Artiméans leaned in, and Florence poked her head inside the shelter to 
listen as well. 

Ishibashi pondered for a long moment, his face troubled. "I am reluctant to 
say,” he hedged. "I do not know exactly where the ship came from. There were 
no people on board when it wrecked. It was . . ." He seemed to struggle for the 
right word. “Abandoned,” he said finally. 

"No one on board?” breathed Crow. “You saw it happen?” 

"Hai. | did." 

"So they must have jumped like we did,” Henry whispered. He turned back to 
Ishibashi. “What else do you know?" 

"Very little,” Ishibashi replied. “Ah, but I will tell you about the recent visitor 
who escaped,” he went on, as if he were trying to change the subject. 

"That's actually what I was going to ask about,’ Sky said. “You said he 
escaped?” 

"She," Ishibashi said with a small smile. “A young woman. Like you.” 

Sky and Lani exchanged glances. “Was she alone?” 

"Yes," Ishibashi said. “In a sailboat. She stayed only three days to repair it. A 
very nice girl. Quiet, intent on the task, and anxious to leave. I tried to tell her it 
wasn't safe, but she said she had to get back to—" He faltered. 

"Back to where?” asked Fox, who lay at Ishibashi’s side. 

"Back to—" Ishibashi looked wildly around at the group, his smile gone. “I'm 
sorry,” he whispered. “I have said too much. I forget sometimes. . . ." He shook 
his head and feebly rose to his feet. “Old age. I must rest now.” 

Sky jumped to help him, but he smiled weakly and waved her off, then 
tottered to his room. When he had disappeared, Florence whispered loudly from 
the doorway, “What just happened?" 


"He forgot where the girl wanted to go,” Alex said. 

"I don't think he forgot,’ Samheed said, eyes narrowed. “Not the way he was 
acting. I think he didn't want to talk about it.” 

Lani frowned. "There are only six places to go back to. How does anyone 
forget that?” 

"He seemed rather elusive,” Ms. Octavia agreed. 

"Mewmewmew.’ said Kitten. 

Fox nodded at her. “True,” he said. “Ninety-six big ones. That's old enough to 
forget things.” 

"I don't know,” Alex said. “Whatever. It doesn't matter. What matters is that 
the girl made it out of here. Just like we're going to do.” 

He wanted to believe it. But the girl was a single person in a sailboat. He had 
a whole zoo full of people and creatures and statues, plus a giant ship to move. 
The task seemed insurmountable, yet he continued to mask his worry in front of 
the others. “Simber will be here any time now. And then we're out of this 
wretched place.” 

Sky shot him a look, and Alex hurriedly turned away, knowing she didn't 
believe a word of it. 


> 


A Second Chance 


Progress outside on the ship was slow and purposeful. Inside, things were moving 
along at a quicker pace. Soon there was a backlog of material assembled and 
ready to repair the ship, and every day fewer scavengers were needed and more 
hands were on deck to patch things. 

But still there was no Simber. 

Alex buried himself in tasks to keep his mind occupied. Finally finished rolling 
preserve spell components, Alex set them aside. He would instill them with 
magic when his mind was fresh and he could concentrate. Instead he turned to 
his next indoor task. The moss. 

He stared at the huge fluffy pile that had been faithfully added to daily by the 
Artiméans, waiting for when Alex was ready to make the flying carpet 
components. Little did the castaways know the mage was losing sleep at night, 
silently begging Simber to hurry so he didn't have to figure out how to 
accomplish this impossible task. Going back to try to fix the tube again seemed 
like a less bleak option at this point. 

He began to pull the moss apart and twist it into strands—perhaps braiding 
them would work, he thought. But try as he might, he couldn't get the fragile 
material to braid tightly enough, and inevitably he ended up with a carpet that 
wasn't strong enough to carry Fox, much less a human. 

Still, he kept up the farce, declaring he was nearly there with the design. “Just 
a few tiny kinks to work out,” he said whenever anyone asked about the progress. 
He even enlisted help from Ms. Octavia, but to no avail. Without a loom, she 
had nothing to offer. 

After a few days with no progress, Alex knew he'd have to confess the truth. 
He decided to go back to the drawing board one last time before breaking the 


news. But when he entered the nook where the moss awaited him, he saw 
something else sitting next to it. 

A tiny, makeshift loom. 

Alex looked all around, wondering who had created it, but everyone was busy 
with her own tasks. He wasted no time searching for the responsible party, and 
instead grabbed a handful of moss threads and got to work, fumbling as he tried 
to get used to the small size. Besides, he had an idea of who was responsible. And 
it wasn't Ms. Octavia. 


D » « «K 


Late into the evening he stayed bent over the machine, amazed at the careful, 
beautiful construction made mostly from pieces of absolute junk. Only a true 
visionary could have imagined the final project with the variety of items 
contained in it: two auger shells left over from making the captain's wheel, an old 
carpenter's ruler broken into pieces, gears that looked like they came from a 
clock, a few pieces of metal, some driftwood, a number of thin sticks that were 
carefully whittled and completely smooth, and a length of gold chain cut into 
sections. 

After a dozen attempts and countless tiny adjustments to the loom and to the 
thickness of the moss threads, and a hundred restarts due to Alex's own clumsy 
hands, Alex finally had a component prototype that he thought would work. 
Excited, he quickly instilled magic into it, and with fingers crossed, he cast it 
upon the ground. The tiny woven bit of moss expanded into a thick carpet. Alex 
sat upon it and commanded, "To the greenhouse!" 

The carpet lifted him off the ground and moved him out of the nook, flew a 
short distance, and then disappeared into thin air. Alex fell to the floor with a 
thud. “Oof,” he said. 

He heard a soft laugh from the nearby sleeping room, but he didn’t care—the 
carpet had carried him! The prototype was a success. The magic needed a little 
tweaking to make the carpet fly longer, and Alex had to figure out how to weave 
faster so it didn't take him a million years to make enough for everyone, but 
those were easy tasks compared to creating the prototype. What a relief! 

He got to his feet and went back to the room with the moss—there was no 
time to sleep when things were going well. 

It was only a few minutes later when a shadow fell over the loom. Alex looked 
up. It was Sky, her hair tousled, sleep in her eyes. 

"You did it," she said. 


“Thanks to you,” Alex said. "I don't know how you did this, but it works." 

"I'm sorry it's so small.” 

"No—really. It's perfect. It's my fingers that are too big.” He pointed to the 
gold chain links. “Sky . . . please tell me this isn’t the bracelet from your mother." 

Sky smiled, ignoring the question, and sat down next to him. “Here,” she said, 
reaching for the loom. “Let me show you a few tricks that can help you go 
faster.” 

The nearness of her after so long was almost overwhelming. Alex didn't dare 
react for fear of Sky coming to her senses and leaving. Maybe she was 
sleepwalking. Or maybe she was just ready to forgive him. Alex tried to focus on 
what she was saying, but he could barely hear her over the pounding of his 
pulse. 

“Now you try,” she said, sliding the loom in front of him. 

Alex frowned as he leaned over the loom. The wind howled outside, but he'd 
grown so used to the near-constant storm that he didn't hear it. He stared, 
unseeing, forcing himself to think of something other than Sky as he worked the 
machine. And of course the only other thing consuming his thoughts of late was 
Simber. 

His anxiety returned, and he fumbled with the threads. After a moment of 
struggle as he tried to fix his mistakes, Sky uttered a low "Hmm." 

Alex looked up. “TII start over." 

Sky was giving him that knowing look. She could always tell when he was 
preoccupied. "Mage problems again?” she asked softly. 

It was a tense subject between the two, or at least it felt that way to Alex. He 
cringed. "Sorry." He looked at the perfect little green carpet that she had 
constructed. “Can you show me one more time?” 

He reached for some moss. Sky took half of it from him, worked it into 
threads, secured them on the loom, and demonstrated once more how to handle 
the loom so that Alex's fingers wouldn't get in the way. Then she took his hands 
and placed them into position, showing him how to do it himself. 

At her soft touch, Alex winced. He wanted to slip his fingers between hers. 
Instead he swallowed hard and nodded, though his mind was lost once more. 

He began fresh, but this time his moss fell apart. He picked it up and 
struggled again to weave. "I swear I did this all by myself once,” Alex said. 

Sky chuckled. “Yes, and it only took you what, seven hours? Just think—with 
my help, you might be able to cut it down to a couple.” 

Alex made a face, but knew she was right. 


After a moment of watching him, Sky nudged him and leaned closer. "You're 
really not very good at this, Alex," she whispered, her orange eyes mischievous. 
"And I thought you were good at everything.” 

Alex winced. “Clearly I have a looming weakness.” 

Sky snorted, and Alex reluctantly grinned. 

"I have a few other weaknesses too,” he said. "You might have noticed.” 

Sky smiled. She rested her hand on Alex's knee for a brief moment. “I won't 
tell the enemy." She tilted her head and held his gaze. 

Alex pressed his lips together, and then the words he'd held in for so long 
finally tumbled out. “I'm sorry, Sky,” he said. “I really am. I'm sorry I didn't talk to 
you about what was happening . . . you know, with me and being the head mage 
and everything. That wasn't fair. I was wrong to treat you like that." 

"Thank you. I accept your apology,” Sky said. 

"I miss . . .” His chest ached. “I miss the way we used to talk.” 

"Me too,” Sky said. “I miss it a lot. Shall we start doing that again?” 

Alex laughed and nodded. “Yes, I'd like that.” 

"Great," said Sky. She sat up straight and slapped the floor next to the loom. 
"Now pay attention and learn how to weave your dumb carpets faster. | don't 
have all night for you, you know." She grinned and shoved a pile of moss at Alex. 
"And stop worrying about Simber.” 

"How did you—" 

"Please, Alex. I just know. And I get how your mind works. When it's stuck on 
something, it won't let go. I've seen you in action, remember?” 

"Do I ever," Alex muttered. 

"Simber's fine. He's probably taking care of whatever problem Ms. Morning 
was having. She hasn't sent any more seek spells, so I take that as a sign that all is 
clear. I'm sure Simber will turn up eventually. But even if he doesn't, you can 
handle this without him. And you know what? I think you need to." 

"Need to?" 

"You need to handle our escape without counting on Simber to save us, Alex. 
The endless waiting for Simber is just making everyone more anxious. We need a 
definitive plan.” 

Alex closed his eyes, a pained expression on his face. Eventually he sighed. 
"You're probably right.” 

"Of course I am." 

As he sat there contemplating the problem in a new light, Sky squeezed his 
arm. “I'm going to bed. You should too. We can work on this tomorrow." 


She slipped away, and Alex felt a great weight lifting off his heart. 
Everything always felt so much better with Sky. 


Henry Helps Out 


At first, when Henry began following Ishibashi around, Crow tagged along, but 
he soon grew bored with the greenhouse, preferring to work on less delicate 
things like cutting wood and pounding nails. Henry, on the other hand, couldn't 
get enough of his time with the scientist. He longed to spend all of his time in 
the greenhouse with Ishibashi, learning about the healing nature of plants, and 
how to breed them to make new strains. 

Before the Artiméans arrived, Ishibashi had been working on creating a new 
fruit and vegetable combination he called sweet applecorn, which grew in 
oblong pods on a stalk with a tuft of bright red leaves at the top. Ishibashi took a 
knife and sliced off one of the pods, then peeled back the edible husk, revealing 
a red-and-yellow-checkerboard vegi-fruit inside. He chopped it up and put it 
into a bowl, added a little bit of fresh diced onion, a few drops of avocado oil, 
and a squeeze of lime juice, and presented it to Henry, who declared it his new 
favorite food. 

Having no paper to write on, Henry could only take notes mentally and hope 
that he remembered everything he learned. Before bed he repeated recipes and 
formulas to himself so they would stick in his brain better. 

One morning after the hour of calm was over and the Artiméans had brought 
the day's scavenged leftovers into the shelter, Henry dried off and made his way 
as usual to the greenhouse to find Ishibashi. The old scientist was there like 
always, puttering around the plantings. On the floor was a large container that 
Henry had never seen before. He dropped to his haunches next to it and peered 
in. It was filled with water and a slimy-looking substance that glowed fluorescent 
blue. “Ishibashi-san,” said Henry, “what is this?” 


“Seaweed,” said the old man, not looking up. He crouched on the ground, 
watering some plants very carefully. He counted out the drops of water under his 
breath. “Also known as breakfast, for some. But do not taste it.” 

Henry crinkled up his nose. “I won't. Do you guys eat this?” 

“Hai.” Ishibashi moved to the next plant. “It grows only on the leeward side of 
the island, where your whale takes shelter in the cove. She is a beautiful creature. 
I spoke to her today as I was out collecting the seaweed.” 

Henry sniffed. It smelled briny, but not terrible. "Do you like this stuff?” 

"Not really. Ito and Sato eat it as a scientific experiment. But it can be 
dangerous.” 

"What's the experiment?” 

Ishibashi didn't answer for a moment, concentrating on his plants and silently 
counting drops. "Life," he said solemnly, looking up. 

Henry felt a shiver go down his spine. He could tell by the way Ishibashi 
spoke that this was a precious secret not to be shared. And as much as he wanted 
to know everything, he dared not ask more. 

But he couldn't forget it. 

Every day thereafter, while Alex and the others worked on spell components, 
Henry made his way to the greenhouse. Ishibashi taught him about each plant: 
how to identify it, what its special properties were, and how it could be used to 
heal cuts and bruises or to ease pain. Henry recognized a few of the plants that 
were also native to Artimé. 

He pointed them out. "I've seen these before.” 

"They came from Marcus Today,” Ishibashi said. "He brought them in the 
tube.” The scientist turned to Henry. "I see Alex-san has given up on fixing it?” 

"Yes," Henry said. “He tried, but it's no use.” 

Ishibashi nodded. “That was my fear. I'm sorry. This island isn't kind to 
anything or anyone.” 

He handed Henry some cuttings of foreign plants. "These are for you to 
experiment with. See what magic you can do to make them even stronger. If you 
are working hard it will help to keep Mage Alex-san from giving you angry 
looks," he said with a toothless grin. 

Henry laughed. “Alex doesn't care that I'm here. He knows I'm learning 
things. I'm pretty much the best healer we have in Artimé,” he said with a bit of a 
swagger. “And now, thanks to you, I'll be even stronger." His face clouded. “If we 
ever get back there, anyway.” 





The Glowing Seaweed 


Every now and then, Henry found himself looking at the seaweed, wondering 


what made it shine so bright. Wondering what Ishibashi meant when he said it 
was an experiment on life. 

Henry thought he knew, though. Ishibashi was ninety-six years old, yet he 
was as spry as somebody a third of that age. And Ito was one hundred and ten! 
Henry didn't know anyone who had ever lived to be that old. Not even in the 
Ancients Sector. There was no reason in Quill to keep people living that long— 
they weren't useful. Yet . .. He looked at the three old scientists hard at work in 
different parts of the greenhouse, creating new strains of plants and doing 
experiments with the material they had. They were extremely useful people, and 
they actually seemed like they enjoyed living here on this horrible stormy island. 
Just like the Unwanteds, they'd found the creative things they did best, and 
they'd gone to work doing them. 

"Once we get our ship working again, do you and Ito-san and Sato-san want 
to come with us?” Henry asked. “Artimé is so beautiful and sunny, and it's filled 
with magic and a mansion and a jungle and tons of plants. And it hardly ever 
storms.” He hesitated, then added, “It wouldn't be any trouble. Everyone is 
welcome in Artimé.” 


Ishibashi paused in his work, his face troubling over, but he didn't lift his 
gaze. After a moment he asked, his tone careful and measured, “Artimé is one of 
the islands, isn't it?” 

Henry laughed. “Of course. What else would it be? That big block of land 
that doesn't exist?" 

Ishibashi chuckled uneasily. "Big block of land? What do you mean?” 

"I'll show you," Henry said, hopping off his stool. “Be right back.” 

Ishibashi looked over his shoulder, watching the boy go. He resumed 
working, but his face didn't lose the troubled expression. 

Henry found Lani in the entry room of the shelter, spreading out a large pile 
of wet moss on the floor so it would dry more quickly. 

I need your map," he said to his sister. "Just for a minute.” 

Lani scowled. “Why?” She was tired of the storms, and nearly everything set 
her on edge. 

"I just want to show it to Ishibashi-san. Come on.” He jiggled a bit, trying not 
to reveal his impatience. “Please.” 

Lani rolled her eyes. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the map 
she'd nearly destroyed. “Here,” she said, handing it to him. “Be careful. It's 
starting to fall apart.” 

"Thanks," Henry said. He took it and dashed back to the greenhouse to 
Ishibashi's side. 

Ishibashi narrowed his eyes as Henry carefully unfolded the paper, revealing 
the burned corners. 

"It's a map. See? Artimé and Quill make up this one," Henry said, pointing to 
the center island. “And this one over here,” he said, pointing to the easternmost 
island, farthest from the fake mass of land, “is your island.” 

"I see." Ishibashi studied the map for a very long time. “And what about this 
land?” Ishibashi asked, pointing to the large piece. "Have you ever been here?” 

"It doesn't exist," Henry said. "We tried to get there, but the sea swallowed us 
and spun us around the bottom of the world, and we ended up here.” 

Ishibashi stared at Henry. “What a horrible journey that must have been," he 
said softly, and reached for the map. “May I have a closer look?" 

Henry nodded and held out the map. Ishibashi took it and held it close to his 
face. It shook in the old scientist's hands. “Where did you get this, Henry-san?" 
he asked gently—so gently that it made Henry look up in surprise. There was 
pain in the old man’s eyes. 


"My sister—she found it in a book that washed ashore on Artimé after an air 
vessel fell out of the sky," Henry said, puzzled. “Why are you sad? Don't you 
want to come to Artimé with us? It's a very happy place.” 

Ishibashi sighed. Then he smiled ruefully, collecting his feelings and hiding 
them once more, and patted Henry on the shoulder. “Did all of your family grow 
up on your island? Your parents, too?” 

"Yes," said Henry. 

"Your people—is it the same for them? All born on your island?" 

"Except for Crow and Sky and Copper. They came from Warbler, this one 
here," he said, pointing to the island on the map. He looked up, puzzled. “Which 
island did you come from, Ishibashi-san?" 

The old man closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them, he 
said, “It has been so long that I do not remember.” 

Henry thought that was ridiculous—how could anyone not remember which 
island he came from? But he knew it would be rude to say so. Instead he said, "I 
think you would like Artimé.” 

Ishibashi handed the map back to Henry. "Life is very complicated,” he said 
with a little laugh. “Filled with dreams and adventures, and disasters and broken 
hearts, too.” 

Henry tilted his head, puzzled. "I don't get it.” 

The old scientist turned back to his work. “I am most grateful for your kind 
offer, Henry-san,” he said, “and so are Sato and Ito. But our home is here. Our 
work is here,” he said. “And our precious machines, our equipment, everything 
we dedicated our lives to is right out there, half-buried in the sea. We could 
never leave it behind.” 

He hesitated, glancing at the map, and then looked away and dug his hands 
into the dirt around a plant. “This is our life, now. There is no one left to search 
for .. ." He trailed off and hunched over, focusing intently on the task before 
him. 

Henry nodded sadly. “I understand,” he said, even though he didn't. He got 
the feeling that Ishibashi didn't want to talk about it anymore. 

After a minute, standing there in a somewhat awkward silence, Henry folded 
up the map and said, “I'm glad you got your toolbox back, at least.” He pointed 
at the crate, which Florence had delivered to the shelter the day after they 
arrived. "That's good, right?” 

But before the scientist could respond, they heard a commotion in the shelter. 
Henry ran to the doorway and peered out to see what was happening. 


Fox and Kitten came racing toward the greenhouse, Fox calling Henry's name. 
“Henry! Henry! Kitten has found a very dear important friend who is hurt! Do 
you have any medicine?” 

Henry rushed toward them. “What? A friend? Hurt? What?” Ishibashi 
followed. 

"Mewmewmew"" cried Kitten. 

Fox's back end shook with excitement. "She says her very very good friend 
Sea Turtle has been struck savagely by a flying piece of driftwood—not me, of 
course—and now the sea turtle is dying!" 

"Where?" 

"Near the entrance to the shelter!" 

Henry and Ishibashi ran through the stony rooms, past the group working on 
spells, dodging Samheed, who was testing out a very-slow-moving magic flying 
carpet, and out the doorway into the storm. Without hesitation, Ishibashi 
hoisted the sea turtle in his arms and staggered back inside. 

"Back to the greenhouse,” Ishibashi said. “Let's hurry.” 

Henry helped him carry the turtle to the greenhouse, where they set it 
carefully on the floor on its back. Fox and Kitten crowded around. Ishibashi 
crouched next to the turtle and carefully checked it over. It seemed to be 
unconscious . . . or quite possibly dead. 

"Henry-san,” Ishibashi said quietly, “fetch me a bit of the seaweed. Just a 
pinch." 

Henry jumped to his feet and rushed over to the tub where the glowing blue 
seaweed floated. He reached in carefully and pulled off a tiny bit, and raced back 
to Ishibashi. 

"Slip the seaweed into the side of its mouth and massage it in the cheek,” 
Ishibashi instructed, holding the turtle'’s head. “Careful of the beak." 

Henry did as he was told. 

Fox, Kitten, Henry, and Ishibashi all leaned forward, watching intently. 

Nothing happened. The turtle lay still and lifeless as before. Then, with a 
small wheezing sound, its mouth opened, and then its eyes. Soon its flippers 
began to wave in the air. 

Ishibashi rolled the turtle over, flippers down this time. It stood, then walked 
around slowly, unbothered by Fox and Kitten who raced around it, talking and 
mewing at top speed. 

Henry couldn't believe it. The sea turtle was healed. “Wow,” he breathed. He 
looked at Ishibashi, thinking of all the people and creatures he could heal with 


one little clump of that seaweed. 

“Hai,” whispered Ishibashi. "We have a little magic of our own. The problem is 
that we do not know the long-term effects of even a small amount. Will the sea 
turtle now be invincible from death? Will he live forever? Or could he die 
tomorrow of some other ailment or injury? We don't know." 

Henry looked at the man, wide-eyed. “Is that why you are so old, Ishibashi- 
san?” 

The man smiled, amused. "Yes, Henry-san. That is the reason.” He watched 
the turtle walk out of the room, Fox and Kitten on its heels, and continued. 
"Once we discovered the seaweeds power, we three scientists began 
experimenting. Ito-san, the oldest, eats a small bit every day. Sato-san only takes 
a bite when injured or ill. And I ate one bite thirty-three years ago, and nothing 
since.” He gave Henry a solemn look. “Clearly we are all doing well for our ages 
as a result. But now we worry—what if we will never die?” 

Henry thought about that. “Would that be a bad thing?" 

Ishibashi nodded. "For me, yes. I would not want to go on and on forever. 
Would you? Think about it.” 

With that, the old man went back to his work, leaving Henry to ponder. 
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After a while, Henry found Ishibashi again. "So, um, where did you say I could 
find some of that seaweed? The cove on the other side of the island? Is it all right 
if]... | mean, since I'm the main healer person in Artimé and all... 2" 

Ishibashi smiled. "Have you thought about whether you would want to live 
forever?" 

"I have," Henry said. 

"And what conclusion did you come to?” 

Henry looked at the man and spoke truthfully. "I don't know. I would have to 
think about it a lot more." 

Ishibashi nodded. “As would everyone, yes?” 

Henry nodded solemnly. 

Ishibashi clasped his hands in front of him, seemingly satisfied with Henry's 
answer. "I would never forbid you to have it, Henry-san. | will give you some 
myself. But you have to understand—this seaweed is both wonderful and very, 
very dangerous. Its power is great, and it must not fall into the wrong hands. In 
fact, you must tell no one about it.” 

Henry's eyes widened. He nodded. 


"Most of all,” Ishibashi continued in a voice so low Henry could scarcely hear 
him, “despite what I have told you about our experiments, you must never, ever 
use it on humans without their full understanding and consent.” 





Aaron Strikes Oil 


Sir,” Liam began from the doorway of Aaron's office, “there's a bit of a problem. 
The barbed-wire ceiling over Quill has been coming down with the wall, and it's 
resting on the tops of the houses. No one knows what to do with it.” 

Aaron frowned at the contraption in front of him. “Where's Gondoleery? 
Make her take care of it." 

"I don't know, High Priest. I haven't seen her in weeks. I'm a little concerned 
that she's—" 

A spring exploded from the middle of the contraption, hit the ceiling, and 
dropped to the floor halfway across the room. Aaron sighed. “Go away, Liam,” 
he grumbled, not looking up. 

Liam opened his mouth to say more, but it was no use. “I'll be in my room,” he 
muttered as he left. 
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As it turned out, building an oil press was much more complicated than Aaron 
ever expected it to be. After weeks of focusing all his energy on finding the 
proper pieces he needed, and then pounding them into shape or cutting them to 
size or curling them into delicate metal links by hand and attaching them 
together to make a chain, he barely even noticed the enormous wall crumbling 
outside his window. And he gave little thought to the new, unprotected view of 
the sea. For today, finally, Aaron was ready to attach the last piece of the 
contraption to see if the thing actually worked. 

He picked up the crank and held it to the light so that the sun shone through 
the square hole he'd fashioned on one end. It was almost perfect . . . but not 


quite. He strapped it to his desk and gave it one final pound with a mallet to 
straighten it. Then he picked it up once more, gave it a hard look, and slipped 
the end with the square hole over the rod that poked out of one side of the 
machine. He wiggled the crank onto the squared portion of the rod until it 
grabbed hold. 

Carefully Aaron turned the crank, scrutinizing the machine's many intricate 
parts, checking each piece of it to make sure it all moved together just as he'd 
pictured it. And it did. The synchronicity of it was the most beautiful thing he'd 
ever seen—in Quill, anyway. His mind briefly wandered to Artimé, where 
beauty was everywhere. Something like this might be commonplace there, but 
here in Quill, it was quite spectacular, and most importantly, Aaron had created 
it himself. 

He frowned. He didn't like the word “created.” It seemed too much like an 
Unwanted word. He'd built it himself. That was more like it. It sounded a bit 
more Quillitary-ish. He pushed aside the nagging thought that the two words 
were very similar, and returned his attention to the workings of the machine. 

When he was satisfied that the gears and cranks and chains and presses were 
all working properly, he went to one of the sacks on the floor and pulled out a 
large handful of cashews, which had been stripped of their poisonous fruit by a 
few Necessaries in the Ancients Sector who were scheduled to die soon anyway. 

Aaron carried the nuts to one end of the contraption and loaded them into 
the hopper—a metal box with a small hole at the bottom. The nuts dropped 
through the hole, went down a chute, and landed neatly on a conveyor belt. 
Aaron turned the crank, which made the conveyor belt move so that the nuts 
coming out of the chute landed a few inches apart from each other. From the 
belt, the nuts dropped into a circular container with a mesh bottom and a thick 
metal lid. The lid dropped on top of a few nuts and pressed down. Aaron turned 
the crank harder, intently watching the circular container as the nuts were 
smashed to a pulp. After a long minute, a small, cloudy drop of liquid fell onto 
the desk below. 

Aaron stared at the drop. He let go of the crank and rushed over to the other 
side of the desk to look at it more closely. He reached his finger out to wipe it 
up, and gently rubbed it between his finger and thumb. It was silky smooth. 

"It works!" he cried. “It works! Liam, come and see!” 

Aaron heard feet pounding on the stairs and sliding in the hallway, and soon a 
wild-haired Liam, who looked like he'd been grabbing a quick nap, poked his 
head in the doorway of Aaron's office. 


“Come in, come in,” Aaron said impatiently. "You have to see this.” 

Liam came closer. 

Aaron pulled the cashew pulp out of the circular mesh container and popped 
it into his mouth. “Hmm,” he said, chewing. The nuts tasted like dirt, but they 
were still edible. Another bonus! He'd feed the remains of his project to the 
Necessaries, and there would be no waste. 

"Now watch,” he said. He turned the crank. The next nut dropped out of the 
hopper, went down the chute, and landed on the conveyor belt. And then the 
next one did the same. They moved along until one by one they were deposited 
into the mesh container. Aaron kept cranking. The thick metal lid dropped down 
on top of the nuts and pressed down hard. 

"Watch over there!" Aaron cried, pointing. 

Liam watched. 

This time a larger cloudy drop of oil splattered onto the desk below. 

"Touch it," Aaron commanded. 

Liam obeyed. His hand darted out and he swiped at the drop of oil. He held 
it to his nose and inhaled. "It's great!" he exclaimed, not sure what he was actually 
supposed to be feeling. 

"Yes, I know! It's perfect!” 

Liam nearly began to laugh, somehow overjoyed by Aaron's enthusiasm. He'd 
never seen the high priest so . . . so passionate about something before. 
"Absolutely perfect,” Liam said, beaming. “You did it!" 

Aaron grinned back. It felt so good. He'd done it! He'd seen a picture in his 
head, and he'd built each and every part of it himself, and now here it was, 
running smoothly and perfectly right before his eyes. After weeks of hard work, 
he finally had something to show for it. His insides were alive. Success! It felt. . . 
it felt... 

The smile faded from Aaron's face. It felt. 

Liam noticed, of course. “What's wrong?” 

Aaron stared at Liam, wild-eyed, quickly controlling his expression like he'd 
always done—or always tried to do, at least in the presence of others. "Nothing," 
he said. He dropped his eyes, pretending to be checking something. 

Liam bit his lip, uncertain as to what was happening, but he thought he knew. 
He felt a strange wave of fatherly warmth come over him for the troubled young 
man, and even though he knew he could be punished for it, he said softly, "You 
built a terrific machine, Aaron. It's okay to be proud of it.” 


In the past, Aaron might have sent such an insolent person to the Ancients 
Sector. But something uncontrollable inside him longed for Liam to be right. 

The high priest swallowed hard and didn't look up. When he spoke, his voice 
was thick. "Help me move this contraption to Justine’s old meeting room. Then 
round up a team of guards to run the crank round the clock. The sooner we can 
press a few barrels of oil, the sooner we can team up with the Quillitary. And 
finally we'll be able to take over Artimé." 
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Slowly but Surely 


During the hurricane hours, Alex abandoned the loom since Sky was so much 
faster at making the flying carpet components, and instead he went back to the 
preserve spell components, which would seal the new material to the existing 
ship and keep the vessel from taking on water. It would also help prevent the 
ship from breaking up again. Alex wished more than once that he'd thought to 
use the preserve spell on the ship before sailing it. Most often he thought it late 
at night, when his shoulders and head ached from concentrating so hard on 
instilling the rubber cement balls with magic. It was a painstaking job. 

Little by little during the short time each day that the Artiméans could work 
outside, the ship became whole again. It was quite an odd sight, like a patchwork 
quilt, with pieces of a dozen different ships holding the original ship together. 
Each shipwreck they borrowed from had its own unique style, color, and 
materials. And while most of the wrecks had few treasures left inside, the 
Artiméans occasionally scored something useful. From the ship that had carried 
the military vehicles, Crow found a case of frying pans and dozens of mess kits 
and utensils. From a different wreck, Sky and Ms. Octavia recovered a crate full 
of fabric and sewing supplies. And when Florence had a free moment to spare, 
she went after the giant instrument that Alex had spotted just outside the 
scientists’ shipwreck. She wrestled it to shore and dragged it back to the shelter 
for Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato, whose eyes shone with gratitude. 

Soon Florence and Copper had all the repair pieces attached to the ship, 
including a beautiful glass porthole they used to fill the hole that came from their 
trip around the world, giving them a window to the sea. When everything was 
secured, Florence, Ms. Octavia, and Alex began the slow but satisfying job of 
preserving the ship, going over it inch by inch to be sure there would be no 


leaks. 


Samheed and Lani helped make moss threads so Sky could weave them into 
magic carpet components. She made dozens of them, for no one was exactly sure 
how far the carpets would be able to fly—or if the storm would hinder them at 
all. Sam and Lani began instilling the magic into each one. 

As their tasks wound down on the Island of Shipwrecks, everyone became 
increasingly restless. Alex knew Sky had been right. They couldn't wait for 
Simber forever. He felt Artimé tugging at him. And here was his chance to prove 
that he didn’t need Simber around to lead his people safely home. 

When the Artiméans had gathered that evening, Alex stood up. “Everyone,” 
he said, “the ship is ready, and our time for departure has come. Our beloved 
Artimé needs us, and we need her. We simply can't wait for Simber any longer.” 
He glanced at Sky, who gave him an encouraging nod. “We have to go for it 
without him.” 

The Artiméans looked at one another, murmuring, their faces alive and 
animated with the news. It would be a huge challenge to battle the hurricane 
without Simber. But they were all anxious to go home. 

Alex watched their reaction, the clutch of fear loosening in his chest as he saw 
their nodding heads and heard their excited whispers. He took a deep breath. 
"So we're in agreement, then? Who's with me?” 

I'm with you, Alex," Florence called from the doorway. Lani, Sky, and 
Samheed stood up. “We're with you,” they said. And in seconds, the entire crew 
of the pirate ship was on their feet, shouting, "We're with you, Alex!" From their 
midst, a cheer rose up. The Artiméans were going home. 


DYKK 


On what looked to be the Artiméans last day on the Island of Shipwrecks, 
Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato took Henry aside. With great reverence, they presented 
Henry with a box of seeds. 

Henry looked inside it, and his face lit up. 

"You, greenhouse!” Sato said proudly. 

"Oh, thank you, Sato-san!" said Henry. “I will build my own magical 
greenhouse, I promise.” 

Ishibashi handed him a small container of the glowing seaweed. "Remember, 
the bad can be greater than the good,” he reminded Henry. “But the good is 
worth having. Choose wisely and be thoughtful, Henry-san. Most of all, 
remember what I said. Understanding and consent.” 


Henry nodded solemnly. “I will remember. I promise. Thank you for 
everything, Ishibashi-san.” He slipped the container of seaweed into the inner 
pocket of his component vest and placed the seeds in the outer pocket, leaving 
room to replenish the remaining ones with all the new components the others 
had made during their time here. He looked up at the old man. “I will never 
forget you as long as | live.” He reached out and hugged the little man. 

"The same is true for me,” Ishibashi said, patting Henry on the back. There 
was a hint of sadness in his voice. 
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That night, Alex gathered everyone together around the fire, and as the wind 
howled, he explained the plan for the next morning. 

"As soon as the storm dies down,” he said, "Lani, would you please run to the 
lagoon and tell Spike to make a break for the open sea? I want her to swim 
without stopping all the way around to the south side of the island—the side the 
ship is on—and continue straight out from there to beyond the storm's 
circumference. Tell her not to stop fighting the current until there's sunshine 
overhead and she can swim freely. We will meet her there.” 

"Got it,” Lani said. 

"Good. Once you've spoken to Spike, meet us on the ship side of the island. 
Squirrelicorns, once | use the transport spell, I want you to fly up high and watch 
for the ship to appear. As soon as you spot it, come back down and point us in 
the right direction. Then three of you take Captain Ahab, and the other three 
take Copper to the ship.” 

"Three, sir?” asked a squirrelicorn. "We can do it with two." 

"I don't want to risk it. It's going to be a long flight for you as it is, and with 
the winds, | want to make sure you have more than enough power to fight 
through it and get Ahab and Copper there safely.” 

"Sir, yes, sir!” said the squirrelicorns in unison. 

Alex sought out Copper. "Are you comfortable with that?” 

"I prefer it to a flying carpet," Copper said with a smile. “The squirrelicorns 
have served me well. Thank you, Alex." 

“Captain?” 

"Aye," said the captain, sounding a bit saner than he ever had before. 
"Anything to feel the sea beneath my leg again.” 

"Great," Alex said. "So that leaves the rest of us to get to the ship using the 
magic carpets.” 


Sky and Crow looked at each other nervously. 

"Sam and Lani and I have been testing them,” Alex said. He turned to 
Samheed. “Will you demonstrate, please?" 

Samheed got up and took out a small square of green from his component 
vest. He threw it to the floor of the shelter, where it grew into a large square, 
and sat on it. "Across the room,” he commanded. 

The carpet lifted Samheed several feet off the ground and slowly transported 
him, then dumped him off rather unceremoniously at the other end of the room. 
"Oof," he said. He got up and dusted off his pants. "We're still fine-tuning it,” he 
said, “and we don't have a permanent version figured out yet, but it does the job 
we need it to do for now, which is getting us to the ship.” 

“Our longest flight lasted about ten minutes before the carpet collapsed and 
disappeared,” Lani said. “Just make sure you tell it where you want it to go as 
soon as you are settled on it. You're going to need every minute of spell time.” 

Florence cleared her throat from the doorway. “Alex,” she said, looking down 
at her large body, “I'm not sure .. . I mean, how exactly .. . 2” 

Alex nodded. “I know. It's a risk because we don't know how many carpets it 
will take to lift you, and we don't have enough components to do a test run. 
We'll have to figure it out on the spot in the morning.” 

"But what if it doesn’t work?” Ms. Octavia asked, alarmed. “We can't leave 
without Florence." 

"We won't,” Alex said. "There has to be another way. Florence, you'd be able 
to walk out to a point beyond the storm, right?” 

"Sure," Florence replied, “but I don't think Spike can lift me all the way to the 
surface. Don't worry, though, Octavia—it's not ideal, but I can walk all the way 
to Artimé if I have to. It just might take a month.” 

"All right,” Ms. Octavia said, “but don't forget about that eel, and no one 
knows what other creatures live underwater. If something happens to you, how 
will we find out? I don't like that plan at all.” 

"We'll get her to the ship,” Alex promised. But Ms. Octavia's reminder made 
him nervous. 

Sky couldn't hide her concern. “Alex, I don't think Crow and I can command a 
magic carpet. We're not good with that stuff. Not good enough, anyway, to try 
and control something like this, with all the rain and wind and... well, I'm 
worried about it. | don't think it's safe for us." 

Alex smiled. “I'm sorry you're worried—I was getting to that. Samheed and I 
tested a carpet with both of us sitting on it, and it carried us fine. It just goes a 


little slower. So you and Crow can each ride along with someone else if you feel 
more comfortable." 

Sky let out a nervous breath. “Yes, please.” 

"You can ride with me if you want,” Alex said. His eyes held hers, and he 
willed her not to look away. 

Everyone around them had witnessed the tension between them throughout 
the entire journey, whether they wanted to or not, and now they sat silent, 
watching. 

Sky pressed her lips together and swallowed hard. “All right. That sounds 
fine," she said. 

"Good," said Alex softly. He smiled again and straightened up, addressing the 
group once more. "And, Crow, you can go with Samheed or Lani." 

Crow eyed them both. “Lani, please,” he said. 

Samheed pretended to be offended. “What, you don't trust me?” 

"Not as much as I trust her," he said, pointing to Lani. 

“Good choice," Lani said, poking Samheed with her elbow. 

"I guess Fox and Kitten are stuck with me,” Samheed said. 

Fox gave Samheed a wary look, but Kitten seemed pleased. 

Alex wrapped up the meeting with a few more details about the next day's 
plan, then dismissed everyone to tidy up the shelter and prepare for the hasty 
departure in the morning. 

Late that night, when Alex had finished inspecting the shelter to make sure 
they were leaving Ishibashi's home in perfect shape, he found Sky hunched over 
the loom. 

He leaned over next to her. “What are you doing?” he whispered. 

She looked up, weary. “Oh, hi. I thought I'd try and make a few more magic 
carpet components in case we need them for Florence. Can you instill them with 
magic or are you too tired?" 

Alex flopped down next to her, exhausted. “I'm not too tired." 

He picked up a component and held it, closed his eyes, and pictured the job 
the carpet was supposed to do. Fly, he thought, over and over. Fly, fly, fly. 

Once the magic took hold, Alex placed the component inside his vest pocket 
and picked up another one. Fly, fly, fly. 

He did this for each of the components. Finally there was only one left. 

Fly, fly, fly, he thought. To the sky. Sky. Sky. 

Sky. 


When he opened his eyes and placed the last instilled component inside his 
pocket, he saw that Sky was watching him, a curious look on her face. 

"What's up?” he asked. 

"What do you think about when you close your eyes?” she asked. 

Alex looked at her, her silky orange eyes catching light from the fire, her hair 
falling against her cheek, her lips soft and full. 

"You really want to know?" 

She nodded. "Yeah." 

"I think about you," he said. 


Aaron Ventures Out 


Aaron watched over the oil press workers more intensely than he'd watched over 
anything in his entire life. 

"Crank it harder," he instructed, hovering over the guards. "For the best 
results, you have to twist your wrist just so as you do it.” 

The guards complied with all of the high priest's whims, even when they 
changed from hour to hour, or minute to minute. It was clear the high priest was 
quite possessive of his masterpiece—so possessive that he hardly ever left the 
conference room where the machine now sat. He even slept in snatches in the 
corner, surrounded by empty barrels. 

Sometimes Aaron took a turn at the crank when he was feeling angsty, just to 
remind the workers that he was the best at it. And sometimes he'd kick them out 
completely and take an entire shift, which is exactly what happened each time 
the oil neared the fill line inside a barrel. There was something so rewarding 
about pressing the last possible drop of oil into a barrel and sealing the top. 

One barrel of oil probably would be enough to impress General Blair, Aaron 
knew. But two—two would blow him away. Unlike the watered-down chicken 
fat that the Quillitary had been using for years, this viscous oil would last a very 
long time. The desert heat wouldn't make it evaporate, and the vehicles wouldn't 
need much of it at all to get their engines working smoothly. Still, Aaron wanted 
to impress the general so much that he'd have no hesitation in giving Aaron a 
key role in their plan of attack on Artimé. 

Finally the moment came when the second barrel could hold not one more 
drop. Aaron carefully placed the lid on top and sealed it. He commanded his 
guards to load the barrels of oil into the back of a Quillitary vehicle. 


As they did so, Aaron watched like a hawk over their every move out the door 
and to the vehicle. Just as they were finished, Liam strode up the driveway from 
Quill and joined the high priest. 

The governor looked at Aaron. "All finished with the oil, then?” 

"For now, at least,” Aaron said. He squinted in the sunlight, which seemed all 
the brighter without Quill's wall, and looked around. It had been weeks since 
he'd gone outside. The enormous wall was completely toppled as far as he could 
see in both directions, and the rubble had been pushed down the hill and 
smoothed out all the way to the edge of the sea. It looked rugged, and actually 
rather nice. And while Aaron had hardly noticed the outside work because of his 
other preoccupation, he now felt terribly exposed. 

"The breeze is pleasant,” Liam said. “It's much cooler now, don't you think?” 

Aaron's heart palpitated. “I suppose,” he said. 

"Have you been down by the water yet?” 

"No." 

Liam glanced nervously at Aaron. “It's nice. The water is warm. It's all right for 
bathing, but it tastes terrible. Word is that you can actually eat the, ah, the 
animals that live in the sea—do you know anything about that? Gondoleery was 
telling people about the sea animals when she was hanging around by the 
amphitheater the other day. She and Governor Strang took groups to the water 
to show them how to catch the, ah, the food." 

"Fish," Aaron muttered. "They're called fish.” 

"Ah, yes, right—fish. I wasn’t familiar. With the name for them, I mean.” Liam 
clasped his hands in front of him. "So anyway, people seem to like the water 
once they get over the fright of seeing it everywhere.” 

“Hmm,” Aaron said. He wondered if he'd ever get over the fright of it. 

"It's making you look good." 

"The fish?” 

"No, the wall coming down." 

"Is it?" Aaron looked at Liam. 

"Yes, indeed,” Liam said. “Quite good." 

"And are Gondoleery and Strang also doing what they're supposed to be 
doing, helping the Wanteds get angry about Artimé’s attack on Secretary?" 

Liam opened his mouth, and then closed it. "That . . . ? I don't know. I hadn't 
seen Gondoleery for weeks as I mentioned to you some time ago, and then out 
of nowhere she appeared in the commons, looking quite, ah, quite normal for 
once, actually.” 


Aaron didn't much care to discuss Gondoleery's appearance. She was 
disturbing from the inside, and that was all that mattered. It was less stressful not 
to think about her at all. He stared at the sparkling sea and sucked in a breath, 
then blew it out slowly and glanced at the jalopy, loaded with the oil barrels, the 
driver waiting patiently in the front seat. “I suppose I should go down to the 
water at least once,” he said. 

"If I may be so bold, I'd say I advise it, based on the positive reaction 
Gondoleery is getting from the Wanteds. They seem quite supportive of her and 
her recent interactions with the people. If you understand my meaning.” Liam 
had tried several times to make Aaron aware of Gondoleery’s sneaky ways, but he 
couldn't force the high priest to listen, and he didn't have any real proof that 
Gondoleery was a threat—only what Eva had suggested and what little bit Liam 
had seen of her strange practices. 

But Aaron seemed eternally thick-headed when it came to Gondoleery. And if 
it became clear that Liam was mistaken about her, Aaron might turn against him. 
He had to be very careful about what he said. 

“Come along, then,” Aaron said. He glanced this way and that to make sure 
there weren't throngs of Quillens about, watching him, and then he strode across 
the driveway to the rocks and rubble. He walked carefully from piece to piece, 
all the way down to where the sea lapped at them. Liam followed close behind. 

"It has a different sound to it,” Aaron said after a while. “Doesn't it?” 

"Oh, yes,” Liam said, though he didn't have a clue what Aaron meant. 

"Not disturbing,” Aaron said. 

"No, not at all. Peaceful, even." 

Aaron liked that. “Peaceful.” He strained his eyes westward, looking at the 
vastness of it all—the sea, the sky. He'd seen it before, of course, but never at a 
time when he wasn't filled with panic, so it looked somehow less frightening 
now. “Not much out there.” He dipped his hand into the water and let the liquid 
drip out between his fingers. 

"No," Liam said. "And if there was something, we'd see it from quite far away, | 
should think. We'd have plenty of time to prepare for whatever it was.” 

Aaron nodded and dried his hand on his pants, keeping his eyes trained on 
the horizon. Every now and then he thought he saw a bump or two far away, but 
then the bumps would waver and almost disappear, though one seemed to be 
quite consistent. He stared at it until his eyes watered. Closing them for a 
moment, Aaron imagined himself sitting and relaxing on the rocks by the water. 


It seemed like it could be very pleasant here, as long as Quill wasn't about to be 
attacked from all sides. 

Soon the moment of peace passed, and he grew anxious again. 

"All right, well, that's enough of that.” He turned and started hiking up the 
rocky bank toward the palace. As he climbed, his mind replayed the 
conversation. Something was stuck in his craw and he couldn't seem to get 
beyond it. 

When they reached the driveway once more, Aaron turned to Liam. “What 
do you suppose Gondoleery is up to?” 

Liam's heart skipped a beat. “I don't know, sir, but I'm not certain that I trust 
her to be fully, ah, supportive of you. I might be wrong, though.” 

Aaron scowled, remembering the bolt of fire she'd hit Meghan with. “I don't 
trust her either. She's sneaky and dangerous. Don't be afraid to speak up if you 
notice anything amiss, all right, Governor? But I'm betting on us. Once we get a 
plan in place with General Blair, we'll have the full support of the Quillitary, and 
well no longer have a need for her. I'm thinking it'll soon be time to send 
Governor Rattrapp back to the Ancients Sector. Her usefulness to me has quite 
run out.” 

Liam nodded. “That might solve some problems,” he said lightly. The biggest 
problem of all was more like it. It wouldn't fix everything, but. . . 

As always, Liam kept his thoughts to himself. It was an interesting tightrope 
to walk, he mused, and his respect for the dearly departed Eva Fathom continued 
to grow. He was actually a little afraid of being able to fill her shoes. He just 
couldn't mess this up. Not for Artimé, not for Claire, and certainly not for 
Meghan, who was the only one who seemed to believe in him. At least for now. 

The pressure was blinding. 





Aaron Scores 


The trip to the Quillitary was slow and labored due to the extra weight of the 
barrels, and for a time Aaron feared they wouldn't make it. He was tempted to 
pour a bit of the oil into their jalopy'’s engine to ensure their arrival, but after 
having topped off the barrels so perfectly, Aaron didn't want to dip into the 
precious liquid until the general had seen it. 

As they puttered along, Aaron took in the new, somewhat shocking view of 
the sea the entire way. The Quillitary and Necessaries had done a decent job 
smoothing out the rubble, spreading it from the side of the road, down the slope, 
and to the shore. Aaron had to admit the work was quite impressive. It was 
strange how quickly he was growing accustomed to seeing the water all around. 

When they finally arrived inside the Quillitary grounds, Aaron, Liam, and the 
driver wrestled the barrels of oil from the vehicle. Aaron sent the driver away to 
wait for them while one of the Quillitary soldiers went to get General Blair. 

As they waited, Aaron looked around. The Quillitary grounds remained 
enclosed with walls on all sides—only the gate provided access, as before. Aaron 
scratched his head, wondering about it, but soon General Blair came striding 
toward them. Aaron put the thought aside and stood tall, extending his hand in 
greeting. 

The general eyed the barrels. “What's this?” he asked. 


"It's the oil I promised you for your vehicles,” Aaron said. “Would you like to 
have a look?" 

“Humph,” the general said. 

Aaron took that to mean yes, so he unfastened the lid of one of the barrels 
and lifted it, letting the excess oil drip back in. 

General Blair dipped his finger into the liquid and withdrew it. He rubbed the 
oil between his thumb and finger and studied the residue. He put his thumb to 
his nose and sniffed, then held his hand out in front of him, regarding the oil 
once more. 

"Does it work?” he asked. 

Aaron blinked. He hadn't actually done a test. Liam shifted uncomfortably 
next to him, and Aaron blurted out, "Of course it works.” 

"Let's see, then.” The general looked around the yard and chose one of the 
vehicles that seemed to be in good shape. 

Aaron, who had forgotten to bring along a smaller can in which to transport 
the oil, looked around the yard for something he could use. He found a rusty 
pail, shook out the dust, and dipped it into the barrel, careful not to make it 
overflow. 

Cupping his hand under the pail to catch every precious drop, Aaron walked 
over to the vehicle. The general lifted the hood and propped it open, and then 
he stood back and folded his arms across his chest. 

Aaron looked over all the different parts of the engine, trying to figure out 
what each was for, and trying to locate the right spot for the oil without giving 
away his ignorance. After careful examination, Aaron determined that there were 
only three possible parts into which he could pour liquid. He eliminated one of 
them immediately, and then blindly chose from the other two, unscrewed the 
cap, and peered inside. He couldn't see anything, but it smelled faintly like 
chicken grease. 

Feeling quite sure he'd found the right spot, he first crawled under the vehicle, 
looked around for a way to remove the existing grease, unscrewed a cap below 
the tank, and drained the liquid that was in there. When the container was 
empty, he closed the drain, slid out, and poured his cashew oil into it. He 
screwed the cap on and dropped the hood with a startling clang, then went to 
the driver's seat to see if he could get the vehicle to start. He'd never done that 
before, either, but he'd watched how it was done on several occasions and he felt 
pretty comfortable giving it a try. He glanced at Liam, who was doing a terrible 
job of hiding his anxiety, and turned the key that sat in the ignition. 


The vehicle choked and sputtered. 

Aaron quickly turned it off. He pumped a pedal on the floor as he'd seen his 
drivers do on occasion, and then he turned the ignition once more. 

The vehicle screeched, protested, and died on its own. 

Aaron didn't know what to do. Sweat dripped from his temples and down his 
cheeks. He leaned back in the seat, craning his neck to look at the pedals on the 
floor, and tried pumping a different one. Then he took a deep breath and turned 
the ignition once more. 

This time the vehicle sputtered and roared with life. 

Aaron bit his lip to hide his glee and held his breath, wishing for his luck to 
hold as the roar settled to a smooth purr. After a minute, Aaron looked up and 
saw that a few of the Quillitary soldiers had gathered around to see what was 
happening. He could hear their comments about the bright sound and the 
smooth chug of the engine, which confirmed what he already knew to be true— 
that Quillitary vehicles had never sounded so steady before. 

Leaving it running, Aaron stepped out so that the general could take it for a 
test drive, and he watched as the man rode around the yard in a circle. A 
moment later the general got out and instructed one of his soldiers to take it for 
a ride up to the palace and back at top speed to see how fast it would go now. 

As the vehicle sped out of the grounds and onto the main road, Aaron, Liam, 
and the general jogged after it for a few yards, watching it leave a huge cloud of 
dust in its wake. 

"Not bad, High Priest,” General Blair said. He looked at Aaron. “Maybe you're 
useful after all." He turned and walked toward his house, laughing to himself as if 
he'd just made a mean joke. After a few steps, he turned and looked at the high 
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priest and governor. "Well, come on, then! Let's plot the demise of Artimé. 





The War Room 


General Blair invited Aaron and Liam to sit around the table in his house. Spread 
across it were half a dozen little black instruments with bits of rusty barbed wire 
attached. 

"What are these?” Aaron asked. 

I'm not sure,” General Blair said. "They came off the top of the wall in 
different places. I've never seen anything like them before.” 

Liam picked one up and turned it in his hand, and then his mouth went dry. 
He knew what they were. Eva had told him about the screens in Mr. Today's— 
now Alex's—office that constantly showed different parts of Quill. These were 
the magical cameras. He set the piece down. "Looks like a piece of junk to me.” 

The general shot Liam a curious look, and then shrugged. “Maybe,” he said. 

"What did you end up doing with the barbed wire, by the way?” Liam asked, 
trying to change the subject. 

"My soldiers are cutting it up and stacking the pieces here in the Quillitary 
grounds. We'll use it for weapons eventually.” 

Aaron nodded. “Resourceful,” he said. “Really smart.” 

"Of course it is," said General Blair, his face clearly showing signs of 
annoyance. “Well, then, let's discuss. We'll begin with everything that went 
wrong in the initial battle with Artimé.” 

"Good idea," offered Aaron. He was really out of his element now, yet 
couldn't seem to stop commenting. "Go ahead.” 

"If you'll keep quiet," General Blair muttered. 

"I will," Aaron said. “Continue. Please." 


The general cleared his throat. “First, they saw us coming from a mile away,” 
he said. “And our approach was ridiculously slow.” 

"But that little problem is fixed now, isn't it?” Aaron asked smugly. He pointed 
out the window at the soldier who had already driven to the palace and back, 
and was now getting out of the vehicle. 

General Blair ignored him. “We're removing the wall, which was the main 
hindrance and cause of our initial loss. And we're working to smooth out the 
terrain so that the rubble is something our vehicles can drive over if necessary. 
And while my Quillitary is doing that painstaking job, they are also preparing for 
the battle by using the rubble as a physical training device. Soon they'll be 
perfectly nimble and able to run at top speed over the rocks anywhere in Quill 
and Artimé.” 

"That sounds extraordinarily wise," Aaron said, trying to sound wise himself, 
but not doing a very good job bluffing his way through all things Quillitary. He 
tapped a finger to his chin. “And what about weapons? Besides the potential new 
ones made of wire, | mean?" 

General Blair narrowed his eyes. "There's nothing wrong with our weapons.” 

Aaron glanced sidelong at Liam, who didn't return the look. "Nothing wrong 
with the weapons?” Aaron repeated, trying not to sound too incredulous. What 
was the general thinking? The weapons were a mess of rusty scrap metal from 
ages past, and a few guns with almost no bullets left. “It seems like excellent 
weaponry might be an important factor when fighting against magic.” 

Aaron thought about the sack of magical components that Liam had stolen 
from Artimé and nearly mentioned them as a potential surprise attack weapon, 
but then thought the better of it. Instead he added more generically, “Magic 
itself might not be a bad idea, either." 

The general leaned forward, the scar at his throat pulsing. “Is that what you 
think?” he asked. “Magic is for Unwanteds who deserve to die. There's nothing 
wrong with our weapons,” he said again. “And even if there was, it's not your 
worry. Got it, High Priest?” 

Aaron didn't like the general's tone. They were supposed to be a team now, 
but the general still seemed to be running everything. It was unsettling, but 
Aaron didn't know what to do about it. “Fine,” he said, frustrated. “What'll I 
worry about, then?” 

The general glared at Aaron. "You'll worry about getting your weak little self 
back to the palace,” he said. "You'll make me some more oil. And you'll stay out 
of my way. That's how this team is going to work." 


Aaron narrowed his eyes and set his jaw. He hated General Blair now more 
than ever. But he needed General Blair. Now more than ever. 

When Aaron held his tongue, the general smiled. “Good. I'm glad we've 
reached an understanding.” He stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. 
Reluctantly Aaron and Liam stood too, Aaron fuming over the shoddy treatment, 
but unable to do anything about it. General Blair ushered them roughly to the 
door with a final, ominous warning: “Prepare to secure the palace, locking 
yourselves inside. I'll send soldiers when the time comes. We attack in four days." 
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A Messy Escape 


After adding magic to the extra magic carpet components Sky had made, Alex's 
ability to concentrate was spent. But even as tired as he was, he tossed and 
turned all night, knowing that the morning could potentially bring disaster. 
What if he transported the ship too far away? What if the Artiméans couldn't 
reach it with their flying carpets before the spells wore off and everyone crashed 
into the sea? What if Spike couldn't swim out of the grasp of the rough 
undertow, or Florence was too heavy for the carpets, or the wind was too strong 
and swept them up into the sky? What if Alex couldn't get to sleep tonight, 
leaving him without the proper concentration in the morning to transport the 
ship? 

And where was Simber? Alex had been tempted multiple times to send a seek 
spell to Artimé, but he didn’t want anyone to worry or think there was trouble 
here—especially if it was trouble there that was keeping Simber away. So he 
refrained. But now, thinking of all the things that could go wrong, Alex 
wondered if he'd made a mistake by listening to Sky and trying to handle this 
escape without the giant beast. 

But then again, everyone was beyond restless. The rain was driving them mad. 
There was no way they could stay here indefinitely. Florence and Sky were both 
right—they didn't need Simber. They could do this. 

"It still wouldn't hurt if you showed up, you know," Alex muttered. He rolled 
over and tried anew to sleep. But there was always so much to worry about. At 
least he didn't have Sky on his mind constantly. 

Yeah, right. But thankfully she didn't seem to be as miserable without him as 
he was without her. And they were working at becoming friends again, so that 
was good, wasn't it? It would have to be enough. 


Finally Alex fell into a deep sleep. And when he woke up, it was very nearly 
time to go. 
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With the hour of calm fast approaching, the Artiméans said hasty good-byes and 
thanks to Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato, who offered them a crate of food to store on 
the ship to keep them from starving on the way home. Soon Florence announced 
that the storm was lessening, so they all filed outside, hopefully for the last time. 

"You all know what to do,” Alex said, knowing there was no time for a lengthy 
announcement. “Teamwork. Let's go! See you all safely on board within the 
hour." 

With that, Lani peeled off from the group and sprinted to the leeward side of 
the island to give Spike her instructions. The others quickly made their way to 
the shore where the ship sat. It was not pristine and polished as it had once been, 
but hopefully with a bit of magic and a little luck, it was sound and functional. 
They'd find out soon enough. 

Alex didn't waste any time. "Squirrelicorns, to the sky!" he cried. "Everybody 
else stand back and be ready with your carpet components. You have about ten 
minutes of flying time to make it all the way to the ship before the spell wears 
off, so don't waste a second.” 

Florence hoisted the crate of food to the main deck and stood back as Alex 
patted the ship's side. “Everybody ready?" he called out. 

"You can do it, Alex,” Florence said. “Just like last time. You've got the touch.” 

Alex grinned. Her confidence in him erased some of his jitters. “Okay, here 
goes,” he said, glancing one more time at the spot he'd been envisioning for days 
—the spot where the sunlight made the waves sparkle beyond the oppressive 
weight of the storm. 

He let his hand rest on the side of the ship and closed his eyes, feeling the 
light rain against his cheek, and the wind, steady but not overpowering. Thunder 
rumbled in the distance. Alex cleared his mind of everything except that spot in 
the sunshine. He concentrated on it, picturing the ship sailing there, outside the 
realm of crashing waves and under the clear skies and warm sun. He could feel 
peace come over him, and when he was ready, he whispered, “Transport.” 

In a flash, the ship disappeared. Alex opened his eyes and put his hand to his 
forehead, squinting to watch for it. It would be hard to see from this distance, 
but hopefully not impossible. 

"Does anybody see it?” Alex called anxiously. 


The others were straining to find it too, but so far no one had spotted it. Not 
even Florence from her height. 

Alex looked up. “Squirrelicorns?” he called. “Anything?” 

Florence signaled everyone to be ready to throw their carpet components 
down. 

After an agonizing minute of silence as the squirrelicorns glided in a circle 
overhead, one of them nosedived toward the ground and swooped in front of 
Alex. “It's in the water, but on the opposite side of the island, sir!" 

"Drat!" muttered Alex. "There always has to be some problem.” He looked in 
the other direction, but couldn't see over the rock shelter. "Is it clear of the 
storm, at least?” 

"It looks to be, sir! Enjoying open water, nice and calm." 

"And not sinking?” 

"It doesn't appear to be.” 

"At least there's that.” Alex looked at the others, rapidly reassessing the 
situation. "Change of plans. Let's save the spells for now and run to the other side 
of the island. Then cast your components and go—you're on your own! There's 
no time to waste.” 

The Artiméans made a frantic dash for the other side of the island while the 
precious minutes of the hour of calm ticked away. Alex followed the others, 
hanging back with Florence, who was trying to help Captain Ahab maneuver 
over the rocky ground more quickly. 

When they'd made it halfway to the other side and it was clear that Captain 
Ahab could move no faster on his wooden leg, Alex called out to the 
squirrelicorns. "Three of you take Captain Ahab now, will you, so he doesn't get 
left behind?" 

Three squirrelicorns soared down and quickly picked up the captain, allowing 
Alex and Florence to try to catch up to the others. While they ran, they caught 
glimpses of the squirrelicorns swaying through the wind as they carried the 
statue out over the waves, heading toward a dot on the horizon that Alex could 
just barely see. The other three squirrelicorns flew down to fetch Copper and 
carry her away. 

Just as Alex and Florence reached the other side, Samheed threw down his 
carpet. It expanded. He sat on it and gathered Fox and Kitten on board. "To the 
ship,” he commanded. His carpet lifted him several feet above the waves and 
puttered toward the ship. Alex watched intently, hoping the wind would stay 
quiet enough not to upset the carpet and knock them to the sea. 


Lani went next. “Come on, Crow!” she said. She threw down her carpet, and 
when it expanded, she sat down and patted the space in front of her. Crow 
hopped onto the spot and soon they were off, following Samheed. They tipped a 
bit, but both hung on tightly to the sides of the carpet, and it righted itself again. 

Henry followed, flying solo, and soon overtook Lani and Crow. 

Octavia threw her component down, climbed on, and whisked away, leaving 
Sky, Alex, and Florence on the island. 

"So far so good,” Florence said, gathering her components. “Sky, keep your 
eyes on the ship and let us know if anybody fails to make it. Let's get mine 
started, Alex.” 

It was nearing the halfway point in the hour of calm, and there was no time to 
lose. Alex and Florence marked off an area on the rocks and began throwing 
magic carpets down at breakneck speed, overlapping them slightly for more 
stability, five across and six deep. Florence sat down on them, trying to spread 
her weight evenly over the thirty carpets. “I sure hope this works," she muttered. 

"Gol" Alex said. “Hurry!” 

"To the ship!" cried Florence. 

Sky and Alex held their breath. 

The magic carpets strained and wiggled beneath the warrior. The ones around 
the edges lifted her up an inch, maybe two . . . now three . . . but the ones in the 
middle didn't budge. 

“Come on,” Sky pleaded. 

"You can do it, Florence,” Alex said. “Lie flat on your back! That might help 
the ones under your—you know what.” 

Florence shot Alex a look, but did what he suggested. All the carpets rose a 
bit with Florence lying stiffly on top, and then lifted a little higher and began to 
move toward the ship, just barely clearing the rocks and shipwrecks that jutted 
up above the waves. She was moving very slowly. 

Sky gripped Alex's arm. “If she doesn't speed up, she's not going to make it, is 
she?" 

Alex shook his head. “I don't know." He glanced into the distance, looking at 
all the dots in the sky and counting them. “Everybody's still flying,” he said. A 
few of the dots bounced around a bit in the air with the wind. Florence's ride 
continued steadily, but very slowly. 

"Alex," Florence called out. "I don't think this is going to work." 

"Think positive, Florence!" Alex called out in desperation. “You can do it!" 


Sky looked at Alex. “Can you send a few more carpets out to go under her?" 
Do you have extras?” 

"A few," Alex said. "We already used some of the ones you made last night.” 
Alex rummaged in his vest pocket and grabbed four carpet components. 

"Florence, catch!” he called out. He tossed the four components to Florence, 
and she caught them. Soon she had a second small layer of carpets under her 
center of gravity. 

"I think that helped a little,” Sky said. "Maybe." 

Thunder rumbled, a little louder than before, and a gust of wind blew Sky's 
hair across her face. 

"Storm's picking up. We should go,” Sky said. 

Alex strained his neck, looking at the darkening skies, and worrying over 
Florence, whose journey was frustratingly slow. He turned to Sky. “Okay. But 
there's one more thing I forgot to do before we go. I think I have just enough 
time. Wait here and keep an eye on Florence—I don't want you to get hurt.” 

"What?" cried Sky. “Alex, don't be crazy—what are you doing?" 

"TI be right back,” Alex promised, and with that, he dashed off at a mad pace, 
back to the windward side of the island, leaving Sky standing on the shore alone. 


A Reckless Parting Gift 


Clearly Alex had lost his mind, and he knew it. Yet he ran as fast as he could to 


the other side of the island, past bewildered Ito and Sato who were collecting 
moss during the hour of calm. “Stay back!" he said to them, and ran straight into 
the water. As soon as he was deep enough, he dove and swam with all his might 
to the scientists’ ship. 

When he reached it, he surfaced and pressed his hand against the part of the 
stern that stood above the water. He took a moment to catch his breath, staring 
intently at the shore in the exact spot where the pirate ship had stood for weeks. 

A flash of lightning cracked the sky, startling him, and he knew he had to get 
back to Sky before the storm grew worse. He forced himself to focus, thinking 
only of the newly empty stretch of land nearby. Now that the pirate ship was out 
of the way, he could finally do something for the scientists who had been so 
hospitable to them all this time. 

When Alex had eliminated all other stresses from his mind, he closed his eyes, 
picturing the cleared section of the island, and whispered, “Transport.” 

As soon as he could feel the ship no longer, he opened his eyes. And there, 
perfectly placed on the shore, sat the almost pristine craft, marred only by the 
long, angry gash in its side. Water, fish, and mud streamed from it. 

With a triumphant shout, Alex struck out toward the island once more, 
feeling the sea churning and pulling beneath him. He ran onto the shore and 
sped toward the other side of the island, past the shelter where Ishibashi was just 
coming out. 

"I left you a present!" Alex shouted. “Go look!" 

Ishibashi stared at Alex as the boy ran past, and then heard the shouts from 
Ito and Sato and hurried toward the recovered ship. 


With all his heart, Alex wished he could see the scientists’ reactions when 
they found their ship and all the equipment still inside. But he didn't have time. 
He pressed on toward Sky, who had followed after him a short distance and 
waited anxiously for him to return. 

"Alex!" she shouted when she caught sight of him once more. “Hurry!” 

Alex's legs and lungs burned as he ran and jumped over the rocky terrain. As 
he went, he fished around in his pocket for his magic carpet component so they 
could take off. But by the time he reached Sky, he still hadn't found it. 

"Florence is in trouble,” Sky said, grabbing his arm. "Look!" 

Alex stared. In his urgency to do something good for the scientists, he'd 
almost forgotten about Florence and her low ride across the water. “Blast it," he 
muttered, spotting her. She was so low that waves splashed against her sides. 

Sky gripped his arm. “It's been almost ten minutes already and she's not 
halfway there. She's not going to make it! What are we going to do?” 

Alex turned his pockets inside out, searching madly for components, and then 
stared at Sky. “Do you have it?” 

"Have what?” 

"The carpet component for us—I don't have it!” 

"I gave them all to you last night!" Sky said. “Why would I—? No, I'm sure 
you have them. | don't have any.” She whipped her head toward the sea to look 
at the ship, as if that would bring it closer. “Alex! Tell me you have it!" 

Alex's lungs contracted. He felt light-headed. “I must have used them all for 
Florence," he whispered. 

Sky stared. She yanked his arm, pulling him so they stood face to face. “Alex,” 
she said in a sickly calm voice, her fingers digging into his skin, “my mother and 
brother are on that ship. They will freak out if I don't get there.” 

"I know, I know. I'm thinking.” He couldn't look at her. “Maybe I lost it in the 
water,” he muttered, turning to look over his shoulder. It would be useless to 
search for it in the churning waves. 

"Alex," Sky said, shaking him. “What are we going to do? And what about 
Florence? She's going down!" 

Alex drew in a breath. “We'll make another component. We have to.” 

"There's no time for that!" Sky cried. "The moss needs to dry, the loom is in 
the shelter—and the storm is getting stronger. Plus one component won't help 
save Florence!” She looked around wildly and gripped her head in frustration. 
"Where's Spike?” she asked, knowing full well that Spike was probably waiting 


exactly where Lani had told her to go, on the opposite side of the storm's 
circumference. 

"Florence will be okay,” Alex said, though the thought of her plummeting to 
the bottom of the sea gave him a stomachache. “She will. She said she will.” 

"But what about us? How will our friends know what happened? They'll think 
we drowned, Alex—we have to do something. Now." 

"Maybe the squirrelicorns will come back for us,” Alex said, but wasn’t at all 
confident about it—the squirrelicorns always waited for orders from him or 
Florence, and neither were there to give them. Alex could hardly stand hearing 
Sky's pleas—he didn't know what to do. There was nothing he could do, not now 
at least. The thunder crashed and the sea churned as the wind began to howl 
once more. Sky and Alex looked at each other, and at Florence, who barely 
skimmed the waves now, three quarters of the way to the ship. 

When all seemed lost, a shout rose up on a wind gust behind them. Alex and 
Sky turned to see Ishibashi running full speed toward them, screaming at the top 
of his lungs and waving his hands wildly as if his life depended on it. For right 
behind him, flying low over the rocky island, was an enormous, roaring, stone 
cheetah. 





To the Rescue 


The giant cat soared over Ishibashi’s head. “Sprrread aparrrt and grrrab on to my 
wings!” he called out to Alex and Sky, and without hesitating, the two dashed in 
opposite directions. As the cat flew between them, they jumped into the air and 
grabbed on to the tips of his wings. Simber flipped them up and held steady 
while they scrambled to his back. They soared out over the water toward the 
ship. 

Sky had the good sense to wave to Ishibashi, trying to let him know that the 
strange creature was a friend, not a foe, but the little man kept yelling. 
Eventually he gave up and just stood there, watching them go. He grew smaller 
as Simber flew. 

"That was pretty good timing, Sim,” Alex shouted over the storm, hanging on 
tightly as the wind grew to near-hurricane strength. “Nothing like waiting until 
the last second." 

Simber growled in laughter. “This isn't overrr yet,” he said. "Both of you need 
to move off my back and onto the base of my wings forrr a few minutes.” 

Sky and Alex obeyed, sliding their grip a little at a time as they inched in 
opposite directions. 

"Arrre you hanging on all rrright?"” he asked Sky, who hadn't had as much 
experience riding on Simber's back as Alex had. 


"B-b-barely,"” Sky said, her teeth chattering as she moved up and down with 
the flap of Simber's wings. “But there's no way I'm letting go.” 

"Good," Simber replied. 

They closed in on Florence, who was almost completely submerged now. It 
was amazing that the carpets had kept going this long—Florence was clearly 
trying every magic spell she could think of to help sustain them, but they were 
sinking fast. And the ship wasn't far off. Alex could see everybody lined up at the 
railing, cheering at the sight of Simber and watching the rescue. 

"Wherrre's Spike?” asked Simber. 

"We sent her to the other side of the island by mistake,” Alex shouted over 
the rumble of thunder. “It's a long story.” 

"So we'rrre going to have to do this without herrr, then," Simber said. “Sky, 
Alex, be rrready. We'rrre heading underrr waterrr. Just flatten out on top of my 
wings and hang on, that's all you have to do. Hold yourrr brrreath and don't let 
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go. 

"Got it!” Sky yelled. 

"Me too,” called out Alex. 

“Herrre we go!" 

The two took giant breaths. Simber plunged under the surface of the water 
and plowed through it. Sky and Alex held their breath and hung on, and soon 
Florence's thirty-four carpets were above them. Simber glided upward until Alex 
and Sky felt a bump, and they knew that Florence and her carpets were now 
resting on Simber's back. The overworked carpets began to pop and disappear in 
the water as they traveled along. 

When Simber slowed, Alex watched through the water as Florence nimbly 
rose to her haunches, half out of the water, balancing on Simber's back. They 
sank a bit as the carpets popped and disappeared, but the cheetah flapped his 
wings and kicked his legs, trying desperately to keep the warrior from sinking 
them all completely. 

A minute later, the water grew brighter and Alex could tell the sun had 
appeared above them. They'd made it out of the hurricane’s circle! And just when 
Alex's lungs were about to give out, a large shadow came over him. He looked up 
through the water. The ship! 

Soon a rope slapped the surface above him, and Alex needed no further 
urging. He pushed off of Simber’s wing and swam to the surface, grabbed on to 
the rope, and looked around for Sky. She was on the other side of Simber, 
holding a rope of her own and beginning to scale the side of the ship. Lani and 


Henry stood at the ship's railing, pulling her up. Alex began climbing as well, 
with Samheed pulling him from above. 

Florence cautiously rose to her feet and grabbed the ship's railing, trying to 
lighten Simber’s load a bit. Once Alex and Sky had made it on board, everyone 
ran to the opposite side of the deck to help balance the weight and hung on 
tightly while Florence began an awkward climb, rocking the vessel crazily from 
side to side, but managing to keep all the passengers on board. 

The crew cheered when she eased over the edge. Finally Florence centered 
herself on the deck, and the ship sat steady once more. Almost everyone flopped 
to the deck, either from being sent off balance or simply because they were 
exhausted and breathless. A moment later, Simber rose up out of the water and 
shook himself dry as the Artiméans greeted him with great enthusiasm. 

Brushing off the praise, Simber simply nodded his greetings and took his usual 
place hovering over the back of the ship. Within minutes, everything seemed 
strangely back to normal again. 

Well, almost. 

Once Captain Ahab had steered the ship all the way around the hurricane to 
the other side of the island, and once Spike's faux diamond—studded spike was 
flashing prettily in the sun nearby, they turned toward home. 

Simber, flying off to one side, took a long hard look at the vessel's unusual 
patch job, and shook his head. He turned toward Alex and the others, who were 
resting on the deck, soaking up the sun, and asked, “What in the worrrld have 
you done to Marrrcus’s ship?” 





Doubts Arise 


After stewing half the night over the troubling meeting with General Blair, Aaron 
spent the morning alone, pressing oil, deep in thought. It was unsettling. Why 
had the general been so dismissive of Aaron? Was General Blair only using him 
for the oil? Didn't he see that Aaron was a worthy and smart leader? After all, 
Aaron had offered him a portion of the mansion once they took over Artimé. 
Why wouldn't he let Aaron take part in the actual battle? 

Granted, he'd mucked up the first one, but he was older and wiser now. He 
wouldn't make the same mistakes again. Besides, he was the high priest of Quill. 
That he had made it to this point must mean something. Yet the general had 
become extremely standoffish with Aaron now that he'd gotten the oil he 
needed. And his commanding Aaron to hide in the secured palace until it was all 
over seemed especially unfair. What was the general planning to do—keep him 
locked away, and then come and fetch him once the Quillitary had taken 
ownership of the mansion? 

With a jolt of fear, Aaron froze in his work. He looked up, and then all 
around, a sort of dazed expression on his face. "Wait a second,” he muttered. Did 
the general have a secret sinister plan of his own? What if General Blair moved 
into the mansion and then decided he didn't want to share it with anybody? 

Aaron left the contraption mid-press, stumbled from the room, and ran up the 
stairs, all the way up to Liam's quarters at the very top of the palace, and 
pounded on the door. 

“Good heavens!" Liam shouted. “What's the matter?” No one had ever come 
up to his room before, so it was rather startling. 


Aaron flung open the door. “General Blair is working against us, Liam. I've 
figured it out. He's using me for the oil, and when he attacks, he's going to take 
over Artimé and keep everything for himself!" 

Liam's jaw dropped. "What?" 

"He wants the mansion, you fool! Don't you see?” 

Liam rose from his desk, where the sack of components rested. "High Priest, 
I'm afraid I don't see. What in Quill are you talking about?” 

Aaron's eyes blazed. “I'm talking about the general's dismissive nature once | 
gave him the oil. Did you notice it? He wouldn't let me participate in the 
discussion, and he basically told me I'm to board up the palace and wait inside 
for him to win the battle. Didn't you hear that? Weren't you there?” 

“Of course I was there," Liam said. He was really getting irritated with the 
way Aaron spoke to him. He bit his tongue, remembering Eva, and said 
smoothly, “I think that General Blair is just trying to hold up his end of the 
bargain. You provided him with the oil, and now he will do his part by attacking 
Artimé and taking it over on behalf of Quill.” 

Aaron shook his head. "No, Liam. You don't get it. | have made mistakes 
before, but I'm not going to make another one, and General Blair is a mistake! 
He's trying to keep me out of the way so he can dethrone Alex and take over 
Artimé. He's trying to steal what is rightfully mine!” 

Liam stared. 
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Aaron closed his lips. He held Liam's gaze, and then grew pale. "I mean... 
He faltered. 

It was like a waterfall of understanding pouring over Liam. He stood quietly as 
the pieces fell into place in his mind—things he'd failed to grasp all this time. 
His eyes darted to the bag of useless components that Meghan had given him to 
trick Aaron, and then he looked at the high priest once more, seeing him for 
what he was: a pathetic, regretful young man who couldn't seem to figure out for 
himself who he was and what he truly wanted. 

"Rightfully yours?” Liam asked softly. 

"That's not what I meant!” Aaron said. 

"Do you wish you were an Unwanted?” Liam asked, just as softly as before. 

"Not" cried Aaron. “That's not what I meant at all!" 

"Well then, what did you mean?” Liam asked, raising his voice and forgetting 
himself. 

The two stood facing each other in the tiny, stuffy room, Aaron's expression 
finally betraying years of agony, and Liam's face blanching with the fear of 


having gone too far. Accusing the high priest of wishing to be an Unwanted was 
probably the worst of all the infractions in Quill. 

After an excruciating moment, Liam spoke to try to save the treacherous walls 
from crumbling further. “I'm sorry," he whispered. "I believe I misspoke. Did you 
instead mean that as the high priest of Quill, you are the rightful ruler of the 
entire island and all of its parts?” 

The blood in Aaron's body began to pump once more. A shadow passed over 
his face, and he dropped his gaze and let out a breath. “Yes, of course,” he said, 
his voice shaking and straining to find its usual patronizing tone. "How dare you 
assume anything else?” 

Liam's chest tightened. “I-I'm so very sorry, High Priest.” 

Aaron straightened up and stood tall, ignoring his trembling limbs and 
recovering his high-priestly air. He pointed to the sack of components on Liam's 
desk. “I'm ready for the components now. | assume I'll find the verbal 
incantations and all instructions inside?” 

"Yes." Liam dropped his gaze to the floor, knowing what had to be coming 
next. There was no way, with Aaron's temper, that Liam would spend another 
night in the palace. It was off to the Ancients Sector for him once more. Only 
this time, he wouldn't live past dawn to tell about it. 

"Very well, then.” Aaron reached past Liam to pick up the sack. 

Liam flinched, waiting for the command. 

Aaron retreated to the doorway and then paused, looking back over his 
shoulder. “I'll let you know if I have any questions about these,” he said. He 
turned away once more and closed the door behind him. 

When he heard the click of the door, Liam looked up. 


He was still alive. For the moment, at least. And with life, a tiny ray of hope. 
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A Return to the Office Desk 


Downstairs in his office, Aaron dropped the sack of components on the floor, 
collapsed at his desk, and buried his face in his hands. He felt like his gut was 
being torn to shreds. He didn’t even understand what had just happened. What 
was so wrong about Aaron wanting to rule over the entire island, including 
Artimé? And what was so wrong about wanting to do it from the nicest location 
in the land? Just because the mansion happened to be magical, and just because it 
happened to be created by Unwanted trash, and just because it was surrounded 
by wickedly awful creative people, did not make Aaron sympathetic to the 
Unwanteds, or worse, some sort of jealous admirer. 

Artimé was rightfully his, but not because Aaron deserved to be Unwanted— 
no one knew about his infractions but he and his brother, who had taken the 
blame when they were ten in order to save him. And no one knew what Aaron's 
life would be like now if he'd taken responsibility for his own creativity. Alex's 
sacrifice had been a gift that any intelligent person wouldn't think twice about 
accepting! For that was what Aaron was. Intelligent. Strong. Wanted. Period. 

And none of this changed the fact that something sinister was happening with 
General Blair. Aaron didn't trust him—not now. Not after that meeting. 

He lifted his head and stared across the bare, gray room, and his heart sank. 
He was on his own again. He didn't have the Quillitary after all. He was on his 
own, and undoubtedly about to fail once more. It was the story of his life. 

At least he could let General Blair do the hard work of conquering Artimé. 
That was an easy enough decision—it was going to happen whether Aaron 
wanted it to or not. And of course he wanted it to happen. The impossible part 
would come after that, when Aaron would have to take over the mansion from 
General Blair. And if General Blair really was just using Aaron, did that mean that 
the general was also planning to get rid of him when he was no longer needed? 


Aaron groaned into his sleeve. The uncertainty and the anxiety were killing 
him, he was sure of that. 

His mind turned to Secretary. The old woman grew more dear to him the 
longer she was gone, and he wished her back in this room again. She'd know 
what to do. But there was no bringing her back from the panther’s jaws. 

The panther—just one of his many failures. There had been so much promise 
there. It was such a shame that all the jungle and its creatures were useless to 
Aaron now. He couldn't trust them to obey him, even though they seemed like 
they wanted to. 

Aaron massaged his temples. Maybe he had moved too fast with the jungle 
animals. Maybe he hadn't spent enough time teaching the panther what he 
wanted her to do. Could that have saved Eva? He was always so impatient. And 
now he would never know. 

Three days left until General Blair attacked Artimé, and here Aaron sat, 
helplessly awaiting the general's takeover, and not really sure he had a place in 
the angry man’s future plans. Perhaps a takeover of the palace was next. Maybe 
that was why General Blair wanted him to lock himself inside—to make his own 
capture that much easier. 

"I'm such an idiot,” Aaron muttered, flopping down on the desk in despair. 

"Yes, you really are," came a woman's voice from the hall. 

It was the elusive Gondoleery Rattrapp. 

Aaron lifted his head and frowned. “What do you want?” 

Gondoleery stepped into the room. "I was just nosing about to see how you 
were coming along in your quest to take over Artimé,” she said. “Care to fill your 
favorite governor in on the plan?” 

"Not really." 

"What's that you say?” 

Aaron shot her a pointed look. “Things are coming along fine," he said. “I'm 
working with the Quillitary and we're going to attack soon.” 

"Soon? When?" 

"Soon enough,” Aaron said. “That's my private information." 

Gondoleery laughed. “I'll go ask Blair myself if you like." 

Aaron recoiled. "How did you—how do you—?” 

“How did I know he was still alive?” Gondoleery purred, obviously delighted 
to see the surprise on Aaron's face. "Maybe because I've been working with him 
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too. 


Aaron stood up, feeling the heat rise to his face. “I knew it! I knew he was—! 
You traitor!" He whipped around the desk and lunged at Gondoleery. 

She pointed at him, and a skewer of ice coupled with an arctic blast shot from 
her fingers and flew toward Aaron. It struck him, the point burying itself into his 
arm. He yelped and fell back against the desk. The spear of ice hung from him, 
and then crumbled and dropped to the floor. 

"Next time I won't stop it from going straight through you,” Gondoleery said 
with a sickly sweet smile. "Don't touch me, Aaron Stowe. Don't ever, ever, touch 
me.” 

Aaron's mouth hung open. He righted himself and rubbed his arm where the 
icy spear had jabbed him. Without taking his eyes off her, he slowly walked 
around to the other side of the desk, putting it between them for his protection. 
He glanced at the sack of spell components, out of reach on the floor, and 
useless until he knew the proper things to say with them. He looked down at the 
drawer that had once contained heart attack spell components, but he'd used 
them up on the panther. 

He was out of luck. 

"I'm sure you didn't mean to threaten me,” Gondoleery said cheerily. She 
picked at her teeth with a fingernail. "Did you?” 

"No," Aaron said through gritted teeth. 

"Good." She stopped picking. "Now when did you say the Quillitary attack 
will be?” 

Aaron worked his jaw. “Three days,” he said. 

"Very good. | look forward to the festivities and the rewards. I'll tell General 
Blair you said hello next time I see him.” She turned and sauntered to the door. 
And then she turned back and added, “You know, everyone in the palace can 
hear everything you say when you and Liam are shouting together up there in 
that echo chamber." 

Aaron's eyes widened. What did she mean? 

Gondoleery laughed again as she walked away, talking loudly to herself. 
“General Blair, still alive. Amazing. What a cunning little mastermind. I didn't 
expect it of him!” 

As Aaron's breath grew hot in his nostrils and he began to seethe, he looked 
at the puddle on the floor, a small hunk of ice remaining. It reminded him of the 
day he'd gone to Gunnar Haluki's house and found water dripping from all 
surfaces, and a single puck of ice on the table—the only other time he'd seen or 
felt ice in his life. 


And that's when Aaron Stowe really got scared. 


A Mansion and a Jungle 


Aaron had two options if he wanted to protect himself from General Blair, and 
now from Gondoleery, who had quickly vaulted to being the number one person 
on his list of people to fear. The first option: the bag of spells. And the second? 
Another visit to the jungle. It probably wouldn't do any good, but he could try. 

Aaron spent the rest of the evening sorting through the spell components and 
reading the instructions for their use. A small, hard, green component would turn 
a person into a frog if he yelled “Hey-o froggy face!” while casting. A wispy piece 
of grass would give the receiver terrible allergies and render them incapacitated 
if Aaron yelled “Aaah-CHOQu" A squiggly forked stick would poke somebody in 
both eyes when accompanied by a rousing chant of “Neener neener neener!" 

Aaron pored over the incantations earnestly, memorizing them and 
remembering the components that went along with each. This particular batch 
seemed ridiculously silly, and he knew he'd be rather embarrassed to yell out 
some of the strange things, yet he pressed on. He had no choice. It only 
reinforced in his mind—not that he doubted, of course—that Unwanteds were 
silly and stupid, and he was most definitely not one of them. 
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The next morning, Aaron loaded up his pockets, wishing for one of those handy 
vests that his brother wore to carry all of the components in, and slipped out of 
the palace. He strode quickly to Haluki's house, made his way inside to the 
office, and took the tube to the mansion. 

Normally he spent only a split second there before hitting all the buttons, 
which would take him to the jungle. But this time he hesitated. It was quiet in 
the little kitchenette. He poked his head out of the tube and stole a glance 


beyond the room to the hallway and into the currently unlit office on the other 
side. 

He listened carefully but heard nothing stirring, so he stepped out of the tube 
and snuck to the door frame. He peered out and to the left, down the intricately 
beautiful expanse of hallway. It was empty except for a small, ugly statue that 
looked strangely familiar, but at present Aaron couldn't remember where he'd 
seen it before. A moment later he was tiptoeing across the hallway and into the 
office. 

He'd been in there before. And like that first time when he'd just discovered 
his brother was alive, the room made him long for something. The feeling was 
much stronger now, perhaps because he was getting used to seeing the unusual, 
colorful world. 

On that day, Mr. Today had been sitting at the desk with Alex. 

They had been so surprised to see him coming through their strange paper 
doorway that worked like a real door. They'd been happy to see him. And they'd 
invited him to stay. 

He wondered how things would be different now if he'd said yes. Would Mr. 
Today still be alive? 

Aaron pressed his lips together and dropped his gaze. He didn't like the 
gnawing feeling that dug into him. 

After a minute he slipped back to the kitchenette and into the tube. He 
pressed all the buttons, and the warm comfort of Artimé was replaced by the 
cool, minty scent of the jungle. Aaron took it in and looked around. 

The rock was there, with the panther curled up in one of its crevasses, 
sleeping. 

Aaron remained still in the tube for a moment, looking out at the softly lit 
refuge. He'd liked it here before the horrible incident with Eva and the panther. 
It had an entirely different feel from home and from Artimé. It was the most 
welcoming place of all, he thought. Populated by misfits and failures of all shapes 
and sizes. Talk about unwanted. 

He cringed. Aaron didn't like to admit to himself just why he felt so 
comfortable here. But it was pretty obvious. Despite his one success, Aaron was a 
misfit and a failure too. 

He stepped out of the tube, and his soft tread upon the jungle floor sent the 
panther jumping to her feet. She took one look at Aaron, bounded toward him, 
and screamed in his face, just like old times. She brushed her body against his 


legs, nearly throwing him off balance, and nudged his hand with her head, 
prompting him to pet her. 

Aaron's mouth twisted into a half smile and he did what she wanted, checking 
her all over to make sure she was intact. 

"Hey, you, your tail's gone again,” he scolded. "What do you do to that poor 
thing, bounce on it? Bite it off?" 

The rock opened his craggy yellow eyes. Its cave mouth spread into a smile. "I 
was hoping we'd see you soon,” the rock growled. “You seem to know just when 
to come.” 

Aaron smiled. It was strange how he hadn't thought about the jungle for 
weeks, and then it just popped into his mind. “It's good to be back," he said, and 
despite everything that had happened with Secretary, he meant it. He knew the 
panther hadn't meant to do anything wrong. It was his fault, not hers. 

He took a length of vine and fixed her tail, magically melding the pieces 
together like before, with only a small fraction of the anxiety this time. 

The panther screeched in appreciation. Aaron bent down so his face aligned 
with hers. Her fangs glistened. 

"You're so smart,’ Aaron told the panther. “You know that, right?” He tapped 
a finger nervously on his knee, debating what to do. Finally, he just decided to 
explain it, wanting the rock to hear as well. 

"I have two tricks I'd like to teach you, Panther,” he said. “The first one is 
called down. When I say ‘down,’ I want you to sit next to me and not move, no 
matter what is happening around you.” 

The panther lunged, licking Aaron with her cold stone tongue and knocking 
him off his feet. 

"Yeah?" Aaron asked, getting up. "Do you understand me? I highly doubt it,” 
he said. “But you will.” 

The panther panted and screamed. 

"She understands. But that doesn’t mean she'll do it.” The rock moved a few 
feet closer. “That's the reason she’s here, you know. What's the second trick?” he 
asked. 

Aaron looked up. “I'm afraid there's trouble brewing in Artimé, my rocky 
friend. The second trick I need to teach the panther is called attack.” 

The rock's eyes drew closer together in concern. “Are you sure that's a good 
idea?" it growled. 

"No, I'm not," Aaron said, surprising himself with how forthcoming he was 
being today. “But to be honest, it's the only hope I have." 


Calm Seas 


The patchwork ship soon left the Island of Shipwrecks and the giant hurricane far 
behind. The Artiméans were so glad to be dry again, and Alex was even gladder 
to have Simber back with them once more. A quick consultation with the cat 
convinced Alex that Artimé was not in imminent danger. Simber reassured Alex 
that everything was under control and running smoothly, and that he would give 
him more details of future concerns once they had the ship in order. 

And the ship was going to be a great task. It had lost most of its original 
rigging and tools, and because of the hurricane the Artiméans had to stow all of 
the salvaged replacement items, food, and rainwater belowdecks to keep them 
from blowing away. By the end of the day they had repositioned everything in 
its proper place, and the non-statues quite fairly collapsed in exhaustion at the 
first hint of darkness after their harrowing day. 
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By morning, once all the shipboard duties had been portioned out and things 
were running efficiently on the calm waters, Alex and the others finally had time 
to tell Simber all that had happened while he was gone. 

Simber took specific interest in the shipwreck that contained the military 
vehicles. 

Alex explained, “Ishibashi—he's the guy you scared half to death—said that 
nobody was on board when the ship wrecked. Isn't that weird?” 

Simber frowned. "Yes, it's a little strrrange, unless they abandoned ship when 
they firrrst enterrred the storrrm. Even strrrangerrr, | rrrecall Marrrcus saying 
something yearrrs ago about a ship just like it that had come limping to Quill 
back when he and Justine initially inhabited the island, beforrre the wall went 
up. The ship had been thrrrough some wrrretched storrrm, I guess. Perrrhaps it 
was the same hurrricane you've been living through." 

"Maybe . . . but if they escaped it and made it to Quill, how did they end up 
right back in the hurricane again? You'd think they'd know enough to steer 


clear." 

"You'd think. But they did drrrop some of theirrr vehicles on Quill to lighten 
theirrr load. That's how Justine got them. Perrrhaps therrre werrre two ships, and 
only one was able to make it to Quill.” He fell quiet for a moment, thinking. “If I 
rrrecall, Marrrcus said something about a warrr.” The cat shook his head. “I don't 
rrremember. I wasn't that interrrested in the storrry back then, so I doubt I asked 
many questions.” He puzzled some more as he flew. 

Alex puzzled along with him on the deck below. “I suppose there's a book 
about it somewhere,” he said, rolling his eyes. "There always is.” 

Simber chuckled. “I suppose. Marrrcus did a lot of wrrriting.” 

"It'll be nice to be home,” Alex said after a time. 

Henry joined them and entertained Simber for hours with stories of Ishibashi 
and the greenhouse, though he stayed true to Ishibashi's instructions and didn't 
mention the glowing seaweed. 

Every now and then Henry checked his vest's interior pocket to make sure the 
container was still there, and it always was. When he had exhausted all his 
stories, he went in search of a bit of wire. Once he found something that would 
suffice, he fashioned a magical fastener for the container's pocket that would 
only open on his command. He felt proud that Ishibashi trusted him to make 
wise decisions, and he took Ishibashi very seriously when he said the seaweed 
should never fall into the wrong hands. Henry imagined someone horrible like 
Aaron Stowe getting ahold of it, and imagined what would happen if a tyrant 
like that had the ability to live forever. It would be absolutely terrible for 
everyone else, he knew that much. It could cause the downfall of the whole 
world! 

By midafternoon, Captain Ahab, who was functioning more like a normal, 
non-insane statue ever since Ms. Octavia cleaned out the inside of his head, 
shouted out for all to hear: “Land ahead!" 

Simber confirmed the sighting, though no one else could make it out. That 
prompted Alex to ask Simber for his story. "Now it's your turn. Tell us 
everything,” Alex said, “from the time you left with Sean and Carina until you 
scared the stink out of Ishibashi. And what took you so long coming back?" 

“Afterrr yourrr adventurrrous storrries,” Simber said, “I'm afrrraid mine will 
borrre you.” He flapped his wings a few times. “But I'll give you the highlights.” 

Others gathered to listen. 

“Ourrr jourrrney home was a difficult one,” he began. “It took much longerrrr 
than I expected because of Sean's leg. If I flew too fast, the wind buffeted him 


arrround in his hammock. So we took it verrry slow. He's doing much betterrr 
now.” 

"Thank goodness. And what about Artimé?” Alex asked. "Is everything all 
right? I've been anxious to know what prompted Ms. Morning's seek spell.” 

"Ah, yes,” Simber said solemnly, and he recounted the story of Eva Fathom’s 
tragic death, and the confusion about whose side she was really on. Simber saved 
some of the more sensitive information about Sean and his secretive work with 
Eva for a time when he and Alex could talk privately. 

"Well if that was all that went wrong,” Samheed asked after a while, “what 
took you so long to come back?” 

Simber took a moment to sample the air and check to make sure Spike was 
nearby, and then he began anew. “You might not believe this," Simber said with 
a rare, wry grin, "but shorrrtly afterrr we got to Arrrtimé, and just as | was about 
to rrreturrrn to you, a most extrrraorrrdinarrry thing happened.” 

"What?" Alex asked. 

"The Quillitarrry and the Necessarrries began tearrring down the wall that 
surrrounds Quill.” 

"That's crazy!” Lani said. 

Ms. Octavia just shook her alligator head in disbelief. 

"It's trrrue,” Simber said. "They werrre going at it with some vigorrr when | 
left.” 

"And is Aaron still high priest?” Alex tried to picture Aaron making that 
decision, knowing what he knew of his brother. He added sarcastically, "How 
much time did they spend tearing it down before someone changed his mind and 
demanded it to be rebuilt again?” 

Samheed snickered. 

"That's what I was wonderrring,” Simber said, “and of courrrse we werrre all 
concerrrned about the motives behind that action. So I decided it was best that | 
stay forrr a while, at least, to see if we could deterrrmine what was coming next. 
Of courrrse we anticipate an attack eventually.” 

“But you changed your mind and decided to find us anyway?” Sky asked. 

"When you didn't rrreturrrn, | began to worrry,” Simber admitted. “The 
Quillitarrry continued theirrr demolition, planning to topple the entirrre wall, 
level the rrrubble, and chop up the barrrbed-wirrre ceiling. It seemed 
rrreasonable to me that they wouldn't do anything to us until theirrr task was 
completed. 


"In the meantime, Clairrre and Meghan have rrreinstated Magical Warrriorrr 
Trrraining for everrryone, including teaching defensive spells to the Warrrblerrr 
childrrren. Carrrina is worrrking harrrd on incrrreasing the medicine supply. 
Sean and Sigfrrried Appleblossom and some of the youngerrr Unwanteds arrre 
building up ourrr stock of spell components. And of courrrse the girrrinos arrre 
keeping a close watch on the borrrderrr between Quill and Arrrtimé. They've 
rrrecrrruited help from Jim, the winged torrrtoise, and the ostrrrich statue, and a 
varrriety of otherrr statues to stand guarrrd along the borrrderrr, since we no 
longerrr have a wall at all.” 

"That must look so strange,” Sky said. 

Lani nodded. “I can't even imagine it.” 

Alex was flabbergasted. He couldn't picture a scenario where his brother 
would do such a rash thing, so opposite of what Justine stood for. "This is very 
strange,” he muttered. “I don't think Aaron is working alone. This is not 
something he would ever do—I just can't see it.” 

"You know him better than anyone,” Ms. Octavia said. “It's one of the reasons 
Marcus chose you to be the next mage. Let us know if you think of anything that 
would help us defend Artimé, for I fear that's what he's after. Why else would he 
expose Quill by taking down the wall, if it's not to have better access to attack 
us?” 

Alex absently rubbed the patches of fuzz on his chin. "Yeah, of course,” he 
said, lost in thought. “I'm not sure what to think, quite honestly.” 

Samheed nodded. “We've got time to figure it out. I hope.” He looked out 
over the water toward home. 

Alex knit his brows, unaware of the others watching him curiously. "He would 
have been one of us, you know. He had a chance to join us early on, before that 
first battle. I remember . . ." He trailed off. 

Sky glanced at Crow. This was news to them. She looked up at Simber, who 
stared ahead in stony silence. 

"I remember he almost did it," Alex said, finishing his thought. "He was 
tempted.” He shook his head and sighed. "Things would be a lot different for us 
if he had." 

Samheed snorted. “Yeah. A lot worse." 

Lani nudged him with her elbow. "Take it easy," she said, nodding her head in 
Alex's direction. "He's having a moment.” 

Samheed raised an eyebrow and glanced at Alex, and then he shrugged and 
turned back to the water. After a minute, he craned his neck and stood on his 


tiptoes, straining his eyes. "I see it," he said, pointing. "Just there. The mysterious 
island number six.” 





A Strange Message 


Everyone but Alex crowded at the starboard railing, anxious to catch a glimpse of 
the next island. As with most of the islands in the chain, they knew nothing at all 
about this one as they approached for the first time, and the conversation turned 
animated. 

"I wonder what grave danger awaits us there,” Lani said in her storytelling 
voice. “Strange thorn-necked undergrounders?" 

Sky and Copper grinned. 

"A reverse aquarium, perhaps?” Lani went on. “Or a tall, bronze, handsome 
stranger?” Lani swung her head dramatically and made googly eyes at Florence, 
who groaned and put her hands over her face to hide her embarrassment. 

"Or," Lani continued with a bit of sarcasm, "everyone's personal favorite, a 
never-ending-hurricane island?" 

"Hey," Henry objected. “I liked that one. I had a special bonding time.” 

Fox and Kitten made faces at each other. They both hated the hurricane 
island and were anxious to get home to the lounge band once more. 

"What do you think this island has in store for us?” Lani asked Alex, nudging 
him from his reverie with her foot. “Come on—come look.” 

Alex let Lani pull him to his feet and he joined the others. “I think we're due 
for a fun island, aren't we?” 


"Yes," Lani said. "I know—a carnival island.” 

"What's a carnival?” asked Henry. 

"It's a place with fun rides and cotton candy,” Lani said wisely, for she'd read it 
in a book. 

“Candy made of cotton? That's like eating your shirt. Disgusting!" said Crow, 
and the others agreed. 

"Yeah," Lani admitted. “I didn't get what was so great about that either. 
Apparently cotton tastes sweet, though.” 

"Huh," Samheed said. He slipped his arm over Lani’s shoulders and pecked 
her on the cheek. “Just like you.” 

"Gross," muttered Henry. 

Fox nibbled at the tail of Henry's shirt and made a face. "Maybe it's an island 
covered with rabbits," he suggested, and he wanted it so much that he almost 
believed it could be true. 

"Mewmewmew.” Kitten said. 

"No, not mice,” Fox replied. “That one on the hurricane island was enough." 

Simber sighed and shook his head. 

Fox looked up with caution and smiled meekly at the giant cat. Simber glared 
back at him. Fox tiptoed to the other side of the ship, with Kitten scampering 
behind. 

"I would wish it to be an island of art supplies," Ms. Octavia said. “I miss my 
classroom. Especially my paints. | haven't done a painting in so long, I've nearly 
forgotten how." 

"You'll never forget," Florence said. “But it'll be good for all of us to get back 
to normal.” Several of the others nodded. 

"I miss painting too,” Alex chimed in. He was feeling melancholy from the 
news about Quills wall coming down, and he was feeling weird about Aaron. 
The talk of Ms. Octavia's classroom made him long for home. He stood off to 
one side of the group, leaned forward to rest his elbows on the railing, and stared 
out over the water. 

"It's probably boring and deserted,” Samheed said. 

"I kind of wish for that," Alex admitted. He stood up straight and took a deep 
breath, trying to chase away his glum mood. “And besides, it doesn't matter. 
We're not stopping there.” 

The announcement was met with a few halfhearted expressions of 
disappointment. 


"We need to get home as quickly as possible,” Alex said, deciding it right then 
and there. “Artimé needs us. I don't know what Aaron's up to, but if the 
Quillitary is helping tear down the wall, it sounds like he’s got them on his side, 
which seems suspicious to me. He's never had their support—in fact, they're 
probably the ones who threw him out of university because he messed up their 
plans." 

"With a little help from me,” Samheed added. 

"Yes, you made it happen back then, didn’t you?” Alex said with a grin. 

Samheed shrugged, but he couldn't brush off the smile. After being so closely 
associated with the evil Will Blair, he'd had to prove his innocence, and he'd 
certainly done it. 

“Anyway,” Alex said, glancing at the sixth island, which grew larger as the 
conversation continued, “our island hopping needs to end for now. We're 
heading home at top speed, and we're not stopping for anything.” 
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Later, as the low-hanging sun turned orange off the bow and everyone had 
scattered, Sky joined Alex at the railing. 

"It's smart to go home,” Sky said. “We all need it, and Artimé needs us.” 

Alex nodded. 

The sixth island loomed as large as life now. It was one of the bigger islands 
in the chain, from what Alex could see, and it was very green and lush. He 
leaned over the railing and pointed to the mountainous end of it, which was 
quite a bit higher than the other side. A huge waterfall gushed from the top of it 
and slipped down the side, disappearing behind the trees. 

"Look how beautiful it is," Alex murmured. He glanced at Sky, whose face lit 
up at the discovery. 

“Stunning,” she agreed. "Maybe we can visit another time?” 

"Yeah." Despite the island's beauty, Alex couldn't tear his eyes away from Sky. 
Her face was so expressive, and he loved how she delighted in simple, beautiful 
things. She had such a wonderful appreciation for them, just like the Unwanteds 
did after having lived in the colorless world of Quill. 

He blurted out, “Do you think your experiences in Warbler turned you into 
this amazing human being, or were you just born this way?" 

Sky's lips parted in surprise. She caught his gaze and held it and didn't answer 
his question. Instead she sighed and smiled. “At last.” 

Alex tilted his head. “At last what?” 


"At last, the real Alex has returned,” she said. She tapped a finger to her lips 
and grinned, adding, "You know, you can be very attractive when you let 
yourself be vulnerable.” 

Alex had trouble comprehending her words. He could only stare at her finger 
on her lips, and wish his lips were there in its place. "The real Alex?” he managed 
to say. 

Sky nodded. She dropped her arm to the railing, letting it rest millimeters 
from his, but held his gaze. "The guy from the roof,” she said. 

Alex lowered his eyes. "Oh, him. That Alex was a mess,” he said. He wasn't 
proud of that Alex. That Alex had so many shortcomings, so many breakdowns. 

"That Alex was the one I—" She stopped. 

Alex's stomach lurched. He lifted his gaze. "You what?” he whispered. He 
drew an inch closer to her, and she to him. Was she really about to say what he 
thought she was going to say? It made his heart tremble. 

"The one I...” she said again, and swallowed hard. 

Just then a shout rang out. 

Alex and Sky bolted apart. 

"What?" screeched Alex. “What's wrong?” 

Samheed and Lani came thundering across the deck, leaping over Florence's 
leg, and pointing to the island. "Look!" Samheed shouted. “Look at the shore!" 

Alex and Sky spun around and searched the area where Samheed was 
pointing. 

"I don't see... ” Alex began, and then he sucked in a breath. 

Spelled out in white bones on the brown sandy shore of the island was a 
single, enormous word. "HELP!" 





Ominous Island Six 


Bones!" gasped Sky. “That's crazy!" 

"Do you see anyone on the shore?” Lani asked. She, Samheed, Alex, and Sky 
craned their necks toward the sixth island, searching all around the word "HELP" 
for signs of life. Nothing moved. 

"I don't,” Alex said. "Simber, do you?" 

"No, not frrrom herrre." 

Alex tapped the railing nervously as he considered his options. “We can't stop 
here. We can't,” he said, as if he were trying to convince himself. “We have to 
put our own people first.” 

"Of course we do,” Lani said, “but what if someone's in trouble?” 

"What if our own people are in trouble?” Alex said, frowning. 

Lani shot him a look. 

Alex sighed. “Right. Okay, Sim, let's take a quick ride over the island. See if 
you can detect any life. | mean, that help sign could be years old. The person 
who wrote it could be dead by now. Or rescued,” he added. 

Simber dipped a wing. Alex climbed on and slid to Simber's back, and they 
were off. 

‘It'll be dark soon,” Alex said, glancing at the half circle of orange that 
remained in the western sky. “I won't be able to see for much longer.” 

"Don't worrry, I can see,” Simber said. They flew over the waves and above 
the shore, Simber weaving across the area nearest the bone message. The island 
below was thick with trees and bushes. Sections were covered with beautiful 
flowers. A river flowed from the waterfall on the mountainous side, leading into 
the thick center of the island. 


Alex peered around Simber's wing, but in the waning light, he could only see 
occasional movement of leafy branches, probably from the wind. 

Simber crinkled his nose. “I don't see anyone, but therrre's definitely life down 
therrre. Severrral species, I think. It's harrrd to tell. But therrre's not a strrrong 
human scent.” Simber glanced back at Alex. "Do you want me to coverrr the 
otherrr half of the island too?” 

Alex glanced back at the ship, which now glowed warmly, lit by magical 
torches that someone had fashioned. “Nah,” he said. “If someone made the help 
sign, you'd think they'd stay near it. If you don't see anyone, let's head back." 

Simber soared over the sign once more. As they began turning back toward 
the ship, they heard an earsplitting roar. Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw 
something move near the waterfall. He turned to see a huge, silver creature leap 
from a ledge on the mountainside and disappear into the overgrowth. 

"What was that?” Simber growled. Whatever it was, it moved swiftly across 
the ground, leaving a battered trail of broken foliage in its wake. 

Alex leaned forward to watch it as Simber circled back and followed the 
action from a safe height. A moment later a wild pig shot out from the bushes 
onto the beach, running at top speed. The silver creature exploded from the 
brush, chasing after it. It lunged for the pig and tackled it, and with a roar and a 
squeal, the two went rolling across the sand. 

"Holy gorillas!" Alex's heartbeat thrummed in his eardrums. He gripped 
Simber tightly around the neck and pressed his cheek against the cool stone. “I 
think that's what that thing is called, anyway,” he said quietly. “But it's eight feet 
tall at least. And check out those teeth.” Two saber-shaped fangs no less than six 
inches long curved downward from the gorilla's mouth. 

The gorilla grabbed the squealing pig and got to his feet. The pig looked tiny 
in his hands. The beast roared again, gleaming fangs dripping with saliva, and 
brought the squealing pig toward its mouth. 

Alex cringed and looked away just in time. The pig went silent. 

When Alex dared look again, the gorilla was loping back through the 
overgrowth toward the mountain. 

"Wow," Alex breathed. "That was intense.” 

Simber nodded. “Quite. I have a feeling that whoeverrr made that help sign 
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"Has long ago been eaten,” Alex said. There was no doubt. No one could 
survive with a beast like that around. 


Simber turned toward the water. “Maybe this is one island we can safely avoid 
in the futurrre.” 

Definitely,” Alex said. 

As darkness fell, they flew back to the ship. 

When they arrived, the Artiméans had gathered and were waiting for details. 

"We heard a roar," Samheed said. "What happened? What did you see?” 

Alex slid off Simber's wing and landed on the deck. "Oh, just a lush forest, 
sparkling waterfall, rugged mountain . . . and an eight-foot-tall saber-toothed 
mountain gorilla that hunted down a pig and killed it in about four seconds,” he 
reported. 

Lani grabbed his arm. “Are you serious?” 

“Yep.” 

"Eight feet tall? No way. You can't be serious.” 

"It was huge, Lani.” 

"Saber-toothed?" 

"Six-inch spears jutting down out of its face. Not kidding.” 

"Wow," Lani said, imagining it. “But it didn't eat the pig . . . did it?” Lani’s face 
was aghast. “Gorillas aren't carnivorous.” 

"I admit I didn't watch that part,” Alex said. 

"It ate the pig,” Simber confirmed. “Two bites." 

As the captain continued guiding the ship toward home, Lani fielded 
questions from Fox and Kitten about what gorillas were supposed to look like. 
And Alex used some burned bits from one of the lamps to do a charcoal sketch 
on the deck of the monster he'd seen, fangs and all. 

Later, as Samheed, Lani, Sky, and Alex lounged under the stars before falling 
asleep, Sky said, “It was such a beautiful island. I'm sad we can't ever visit there.” 

"Yeah," Alex said. "That waterfall looked refreshing.” 

They lay in silence for a while. 

"I wonder if any of our spells would be strong enough to freeze the gorilla,” 
Lani mused. 

Alex and Samheed simultaneously shot her warning looks. 

"No," Alex said. 

"Not a chance,” Samheed said. “Don't get any ideas.” 

Sky looked on, amused. 

Lani smiled innocently at the stars. “It was just a thought. Sheesh,” she said. 
But it got her mind whirring. Perhaps she could come up with a special spell. . . . 

One by one, their eyes fluttered closed and they drifted off to sleep. 
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By morning the sixth island was just a spot on the horizon behind them, and a 
new, tall rise of land greeted them from in front of the ship, still some distance 
away. 

"Wow, it's island seven!” Crow said when he woke and saw it. “I can't believe 
we've seen all seven of them.” 

"It's pretty cool," Henry said. After breakfast and chores, they hung over the 
railing as they sailed by, not as close as they'd been to the sixth island. The 
others gathered to look at it too. 

The seventh island, which was the one just east of Quill, jutted up from the 
water like a canister wearing a giant spiky crown. Lush growth sprouted from the 
top, with vines hanging between the spikes a short length down the side of the 
smooth vertical wall. 

"I wonder how you get up there,” Alex mused. “It looks impossible to climb." 

"Look, there are birds circling above it," Ms. Octavia said. "And diving down 
to the water." 

They could hear the cries of the sea birds, and watched as one particularly 
large-beaked bird flew just above the surface of the water and scooped up a fish 
without stopping, gulping it down its floppy gullet. They didn't seem alarmed to 
see Simber or the ship. They just went about their birdly business. 

There seemed to be no way to access the island, and nothing was happening 
on it that they could see, so the Artiméans moved on without discussion. 

By midafternoon, the seventh island was long gone, and the Artiméans grew 
anxious for signs of home. They were more than ready. And it was way past 
time. 
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A New Discovery 


Aaron immersed himself in the jungle, spending the rest of the day training the 
panther to stay when he commanded her to. Whenever the panther obeyed, 
Aaron would pet her, and whenever she did not obey, Aaron ignored her and 
played with the little sharp-toothed dog that often spent time in the clearing 
near the tube. 

Every now and then, when the panther would slink away or run off, and the 
dog and rock would nap, Aaron whiled away the time by fashioning things out 
of all the vines around him. He twisted long pieces together without any 
particular purpose in mind at first, but then noticed the connected vines 
resembled a large, long-legged spider. 

Inspired, Aaron went in search of something that would make a good head for 
the spider. Eventually he settled on a ball of mud from the riverbank and a 
handful of acorns for the eyes. He used extra mud to hold everything together. 

The rock watched with interest. And the panther seemed very curious as well. 
She didn't like it when Aaron spent time paying attention to other things, even 
when it was because she disappeared. And whenever the panther came bounding 
back to demand Aaron's attention, Aaron would work with her a bit more on the 
"down" command, until she did it ten times in a row, perfectly. 

"That's excellent," Aaron praised, giving the panther an awkward hug. “You 
did it!" 

The panther screamed in his face, pleased with herself as well. 

Since things were progressing so well, and Aaron's forced seclusion in the 
secured palace was now only two days away, he decided to spend the night in 
the jungle—after all, he didn't have much time. 

The next day, he worked on the “attack” command with the panther. This one 
was easier, since the panther seemed to prefer attacking things to sitting down. 


Aaron fashioned all sorts of fake enemies out of sticks, vines, and branches for 
the panther to go after, including an army of spider figures. 

Quite often during the attack training, Aaron called out "Down!" to make sure 
the panther didn’t forget that trick—the most important one. And the panther 
obeyed almost every time. It was the “almost” part that caused Aaron to panic. 
He wasn't sure why he was panicking, since he of course hated all Unwanteds 
and thought they probably deserved their fate. But the girl with the orange eyes 
that he'd seen in his brother's mansion right before the neighboring island 
attacked—she wasn't an Unwanted. He was sure of that. He'd have remembered 
her. So maybe she didn't deserve to die. 

As much as he tried, he couldn't seem to feel good about the panther running 
around and randomly attacking people. He didn’t want to witness that—it was 
too horrifying. He only wanted the panther to attack General Blair, and only if 
the general double-crossed Aaron and took over Artimé’s mansion. 

"I know what I need to do,” he said to himself during a break. The little dog 
came over and climbed in his lap and began nibbling on his fingers with his razor 
teeth. Aaron shook his hand free and stood up. “I need to make a General Blair 
decoy.” And so he fashioned one from jungle materials and began calling it 
General Blair. He taught the panther the decoy's name, and lined the General 
Blair decoy up alongside the spiders and several other decoys Aaron had made. 

“Panther,” Aaron said to the panther, as he'd begun to call the creature, “attack 
General Blair!" 

The panther bounded over to the lineup, hesitated, and grabbed the nearest 
spider, shaking its viny body in her teeth. 

Aaron tried again, and again the panther attacked the decoy closest to her. 
Over and over, the panther started out with good intentions, or so Aaron 
surmised, but the temptation to attack the nearest object won out every time. 
When Aaron moved the General Blair decoy to the front of the pack, Panther 
attacked him soundly. But when Aaron moved him behind, the panther just 
couldn't ignore the easiest catch. 

The rock watched with fascination. This was no doubt the most 
entertainment he'd seen since Marcus Today had extracted the giant hunk of 
ebony from his mouth. 

"I have an idea,” the rock interjected when Aaron collapsed to the ground 
after hours of failure. “Perhaps you should only use the command when the 
enemy you wish the panther to attack is nearest you." 


Aaron sighed deeply, staring up at the canopy of leaves that held up the sky 
above him. Light was fading once more. Dirty, exhausted, and dejected, Aaron 
lay there for several minutes before admitting, "You're probably right." 

The rock thought for a moment but decided to say no more. It moved away, 
down a path, leaving Aaron alone. 

Aaron struggled to his feet and looked at the decoys, many of them mangled 
beyond recognition. Aaron picked up his original spider and petted the vines as 
if the creature were alive. He marveled over his ability to put these things 
together like this. He'd never done anything like it before—not in front of 
anybody, anyway. He'd never been caught as a child pretending the mop was a 
fluffy dog, or the worn old broom a hedgehog. Not even Alex knew about that. 

He drew a hand over the spider's mudball head and vine body, thinking about 
what it would be like to have an animal companion. Certainly it would be better 
than any human friend. The only thing human friends were good for was 
advancing one's self above them and fearing their revenge later. But an animal 
was no competition. | wonder what it would be like if this spider came alive, he thought. 
Could he make it happen? He knew he could fix the panther's tail by attaching a 
vine and concentrating on it becoming a part of the living creature . . . but what 
about starting with something that was completely not alive? It had to be 
impossible. Still, Aaron closed his eyes. Come alive, he thought, and pictured the 
spider moving about. Come alive. 

The vines grew fuzzy under his fingers. Aaron opened his eyes and let out a 
horrified shout as the spider began moving in his hands. He threw it to the 
jungle floor and moved backward to get away from it. The spider found its legs 
and ran frightened down the path that led deep into the jungle. Soon it had 
disappeared. 

"What the—good grief!" he cried. He wiped his hands on his pants, trying to 
get the creepy crawling sensation off them, and then stood there alone for a long 
moment, contemplating what had just happened. And wondering anew just what 
exactly he was capable of. 


In the Middle of the Night 


It was dark in the jungle when Aaron decided it was time to go. He hadn't quite 
accomplished what he'd wanted to, teaching the panther to stay down and attack 
on command, but in a way, he discovered much more about himself than he'd 
ever imagined. Still reeling from bringing the spider to life, he stumbled back to 
the tube and pressed the button. From the mansion, he quickly continued on to 
Haluki's closet, then made his way through the dark house and outside, into the 
pressing heat. There was very little breeze tonight, and Aaron was surprised by 
how much he missed the cooler air they'd had since the wall came down. 

He walked up the road to the palace and slipped through the portcullis and 
past the sleeping guards, reminding himself to send them to the Ancients Sector 
in the morning for not doing their jobs. As he approached the palace, he looked 
up. The windows in the tower were dark—Liam must be asleep. Inside the 
entryway, all was dark and quiet. Even the interior guards were away from their 
posts. Aaron could hear them rummaging around in the kitchen for food. At least 
they were awake, but they shouldn't all leave their posts at once. Aaron frowned. 
If he sent them to the Ancients Sector too, he'd run out of guards. 

No matter, Aaron thought, and shrugged. By morning the place would be 
teeming with Quillitary soldiers, shuttering Aaron inside “for protection,” or so 
General Blair said, as the rest of the Quillitary attacked Artimé. But Aaron knew 
differently. He was being imprisoned. Kept out of the way until Blair was safely 
in charge of everything. 

Aaron thought briefly about disappearing back into the jungle, but he feared 
his absence in the morning would tip off General Blair that something wasn't 
right. And Aaron needed General Blair to attack and take over Artimé—Aaron 
couldn't do that alone. So all he could do was sit tight and wait it out, and then, 


when he was free to move about Quill once more, he would go back to the 
jungle, round up Panther, and make his move. 

But first he desperately needed sleep. 

On the way to his sleeping quarters, he stopped in his office and saw a 
roughly scribbled note from Liam, who was still quite new at writing. Didn't see 
you today. Hope all is okay for big day tomorrow. 

Aaron crumpled up the paper and tossed it on the floor. Liam was a bit of a 
moron, which was good, because it probably meant that he'd forgotten the 
uncomfortable conversation they'd had the other day, the memory of which 
made Aaron's stomach churn. But Liam was loyal. That was more than Aaron 
could say for Secretary, he supposed. He had never known exactly where she 
stood, even to the end. What had she been doing in Artimé, anyway? He still 
had no idea. 

Aaron sat down and began emptying his pockets of spells into his desk 
drawer, then thought the better of it and reloaded them in case things got ugly 
with the Quillitary in the morning. He closed the drawer and straightened his 
desk, his thoughts once more turning to the spider in the jungle. Had he really 
made it come alive? Every time he returned from the jungle, he doubted what 
had really gone on there. It never seemed real when he was surrounded by the 
lifeless gray walls of the palace. It was almost as if Quill had been dulled 
purposely to dampen everyone's imagination and will. In Quill, nothing really 
seemed possible. In the jungle, everything did. 

Aaron pinched his eyes shut, knowing he was exhausted and not thinking 
clearly. But he couldn't leave his thoughts of the spider behind. When an idea 
occurred to him, he looked around the sparse room. He got up from his chair 
and walked to the closet, opening it wide and looking at the box of junk he'd 
stashed there when he took over the palace—Haluki's junk, which he'd never 
gotten around to throwing away. He pulled the heavy box out of the closet and 
carried it to his desk, setting it down hard. 

He looked inside, wondering if he'd find anything he could shape or mold 
into a creature. "I wonder,” he muttered. “Can I make a living creature here in 
Quill? Or is there something about the jungle that gave me the powers?” 

He picked up an ugly gargoyle statue with a silly pink ribbon tied to one horn 
and set her down on the desk, then rummaged through the rest of the stuff, 
finding only a few books and writing utensils. Nothing pliable. Nothing with 
which to make an animal. “Drat." 


He tossed the box on the floor and looked again at the statue, narrowing his 
eyes. "You look fairly harmless,” he said, “though extremely ugly.” She wouldn't 
be his own creation, but he could at least see if his powers to make her come 
alive worked here in Quill. 

The statue returned his stare with a blank one of her own. 

Aaron picked her up and turned her around, inspecting her all over. He 
shrugged and closed his eyes, placing his hand on her back, and concentrated on 
her. “Come alive," he said, picturing her walking across his desk. "Live." 

The statue didn't move. Aaron opened his eyes, and found her staring at him 
just as before, frozen and dead. 

His heart sank. Maybe he wasn't as powerful as he'd thought. There must 
have been something magical in the jungle that had given him the ability. He 
frowned and made a face at the gargoyle. 

Just then, his office door burst open. Before he could turn his head to see 
what was happening, the lights went out and footsteps thundered all around him. 
He heard the zing of swords being pulled from their sheaths, and the clash of 
them striking walls and the desk. Aaron froze, letting the statue slip from his 
fingers. She clattered to the desk. A cold piece of metal slid across Aaron's throat 
and a muscled arm pulled him backward against an enormous man’s chest. In the 
moment he was so shocked he didn’t utter a sound, and so afraid of the steel at 
his neck that he dared not make a noise once he felt capable again. His chest 
heaved uncontrollably. 

Someone barked an order, and in seconds Aaron was blinded by a bright light 
pointed directly at his eyes. Beyond the light, he could see shadows of a number 
of men. Instinctively he reached for the spells in his pockets, but the man 
holding him grabbed his arms and wrested them behind his back. 

Aaron's shoulder popped and he squealed in pain. 

The man turned his sword on Aaron's neck, introducing a sharp point, and 
pressed it hard into Aaron's skin. “Shut up,” the man growled. "Don't move." 

Aaron froze. 

"Well?" said the captor in a gruff voice to his companions. “Is it him, or isn't 
it?” 

Aaron heard the rustle of a paper as someone held it up next to his face in the 
light. He gulped and stared into the light, his Adam's apple rolling along the 
sharp point at his neck. 

"Aye, it's him all right, Captain.” 

The captain chuckled evilly. "Let's be gone, then." 


They shoved Aaron to the floor and gagged him, and four of them each took 
a limb and hung him between them, facedown. Aaron's injured shoulder burned 
like fire, and he felt like his arms and legs were going to pull right out of their 
sockets. He fought to keep from crying out, muffled though his shouts would be, 
fearing retaliation. 

They carried him out of the office and down the stairs, past the empty 
entryway and the room where they'd locked up the guards when they'd first 
snuck in hours before, and out the door into the night. They crossed over the 
driveway and skidded down the rocky bank to the water. And then, on three, 
they threw Aaron face-first into a small boat. There wasn't time for Aaron to 
swing his arms around to brace his fall. His head hit the wooden seat, and his 
body crumpled to the damp floor. Everything went black and quiet. 
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Inside Aaron's office, Matilda picked herself up, climbed down the desk, ran to 
the wall, and jumped as high as she could, straining to reach the window ledge. 
When she finally managed to get a fingerhold on the sill, she pulled herself up 
and scrambled to her feet, watching as a group of small boats pushed off the 
shore toward a large pirate ship that sat in the calm water. 

She stayed there, keeping watch, as the large ship pulled up all but one of the 
smaller boats and set sail, heading east. 
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A quarter of the way around the south side of the island, another gargoyle stood 
on a window ledge watching, waiting for the ship to pass. 





Preparing for a Civil War 


At dawn Meghan, Carina, Ms. Morning, Gunnar Haluki, and Mr. Appleblossom 


gathered their troops and sent them to their stations to wait for the surprise 
attack that wasn't really a surprise. This was thanks to Liam, who had paid 
another visit to Meghan three days prior, letting her know that the Quillitary 
was coming. It was quite a bit sooner than anyone in Artimé had expected, 
considering that the wall had not come down all the way. 

Meghan wondered if Aaron had gotten word that Artimé was suspicious, and 
had decided to leave the wall destruction to the Necessaries and put the 
Quillitary on order to attack. Liam hedged a bit, saying he thought it was more 
likely the Quillitary who was making decisions, but he didn’t know much. 

"Are you saying the Quillitary is running this attack, not Aaron?” Meghan had 
asked him. 

"Truly, I don't know," he said. He looked more uncomfortable than ever. 

That left Meghan puzzled, but it was all she could get out of him before he'd 
hurried away. Still, she was grateful for the information. 

Now, as the leaders stood in the mansion to confer before joining their teams, 
Charlie the gargoyle tugged at Ms. Morning's component vest. 

"Not right now, Charlie,” Ms. Morning said, distracted. “Unless you've caught 
sight of Alex and Simber and the ship—have you?” 


Charlie shook his head. 

"Too bad. We could use them. Any other emergencies or imminent danger?" 

Charlie thought for a moment, and then shrugged and shook his head again. 

"We'll talk after this confrontation is over, then, all right? Head upstairs and 
stay safe.” 

Charlie nodded and climbed back up the steps to Alex's office, where he spent 
so much of his time. 

“Everybody ready?” Meghan asked. She'd stepped into her new leadership role 
as a Magical Warrior trainer in Florence's absence, and she was very good at her 
job. Now she stood alongside Ms. Morning, the commander in chief, as an 
equal. She was armed, dangerous, totally committed, and prepared to fight to the 
death for Artimé. This young woman who stood by the front door of the 
mansion today was a far cry from the scared little red-haired girl who had arrived 
on the property at age thirteen. Meghan Ranger was muscular and cunning. She 
knew it, and she was proud of it. She only hoped she was cunning enough to 
keep Artimé’s losses to a minimum and lead her people to victory. 

Claire looked around at the other leaders and nodded solemnly. “Yes, we're 
ready. Let's go.” They followed Meghan out of the mansion. 

Several teams sat upon the lawn, looking quite like they were having a normal 
day enjoying the weather and each other's company. They were seated this way 
to give the Quillitary a sense that Artimé was not expecting an attack. But each 
group was set up behind a magical glass wall, which created clear barriers that 
were undetectable from a distance. These groups were on high alert, ready to 
fight at a second's notice. 

Other teams lined the border, stationed high up in the trees that had once 
helped to camouflage the ugly gray wall. Squirrelicorns circled now and then as 
they often did, this time prepared to report to their groups in the trees any 
change in the status in Quill. 

Still other fighters remained on alert inside the mansion, prepared to attack if 
the enemy got in, ready to defend their home at all costs. 

The absence of Simber left everyone just a little bit unsettled. Surely the 
Quillitary would notice he wasn't there, and no doubt they would take advantage 
of it. There was a chance they wouldn't notice the absence of other key fighters, 
including Alex, at least not right away. Meghan could only hope that Artimé's 
weaknesses were not exposed too soon. She'd done everything in her power to 
design this defense, and lives depended on it working right. 


Claire and Mr. Appleblossom climbed into neighboring trees near the 
traditional entrance to Artimé, where the gate had once been. There was no sign 
of the Quillitary from there. 

"I certainly hope we weren't given false information,” Claire said. 

Mr. Appleblossom smiled at his longtime friend. “In ages past we'd climb 
these trees for fun. What matter is it, if it's all for none?” 

Claire couldn't help but grin. “You're right of course, Siggy. There's nothing 
to lose by making this a practice run.” 
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The warriors of Artimé bided their time through the slow morning hours, 
watching, waiting, and listening for the squeals and chugs of the Quillitary 
vehicles. And just when they thought Liam's warning was fake, a squirrelicorn 
darted to Meghan's side. Meghan signaled to Claire, Claire whispered to a party 
stationed on the ground, and someone from that party whispered to someone in 
the next party, and so on and so forth all across the lawn, until someone slipped 
inside the mansion to alert those inside. 
"They're coming.” 





Gondoleery Makes a Move 


When Gondoleery finally got around to being curious about the planned attack 
on Artimé, she left her house and made her way to the palace to see how Aaron 
was handling things. She heard a loud boom as she walked. The ground shook 
below her feet. “Stupid wall,” she muttered. 

Quillitary vehicles whizzed past her at speeds she'd never seen before. Some 
headed to the palace, others toward Artimé. Gondoleery sighed. They just didn't 
learn. Artimé wasn't a land of stupid people, and it was a big mistake to treat 
them as such. They'd be ready for the Quillitary, no doubt. 

"Now," she muttered, “if only I could get everyone in the same place.” 

She shoved past the groggy-looking guards at the portcullis and raised a 
newly redrawn eyebrow at the throng of soldiers who stood alert, guarding the 
palace. 

"What's happening?” Gondoleery asked, walking up to them. 

"We're safeguarding the palace, Governor. Protecting the high priest from 
potential attacks.” 

Gondoleery snorted. “Well, that's a relief.” She approached the door. “Let me 
in,” she said to the soldier standing there. 

He hesitated, looked to his superior, who snarled at him, and stepped aside to 
let her in. 

Gondoleery entered and looked around. The entry area was empty. 
Shrugging, she clumped up the stairs and went down the hall to Aaron's office. 
Empty as well. Papers were scattered on the floor. Gondoleery frowned and went 
in. She scrutinized the papers to see if there was any useful information, and then 


walked to the window where a statue stood, and peered out. There were soldiers 
surrounding the palace as far as she could see. 

After a minute, Gondoleery left the office and listened at the rickety stairway 
that led up to Liam's room, but she could only hear a light snoring sound 
echoing from the tower. She turned around and went to the conference room, 
finding the oil press standing alone on the table. Aaron wasn't there, either. She 
slunk down the hall to Aaron's sleeping quarters. The door stood open, and the 
room was dark. 

“Aaron?” Gondoleery called. There was no answer. Where was he? 

Gondoleery scratched her head and began to chuckle, just as Liam descended 
the stairs from his room, yawning. 

“Good morning, Gondoleery,” Liam said. "It appears I've slept late this 
morning. Is, ah, is anything new going on in Quill? Or anywhere else?” He'd 
tossed and turned until very late, finally falling into a hard sleep. Now he fought 
to hide his anxiety as well as his knowledge of the attack on Artimé, for he didn't 
know how much Gondoleery knew about it. 

"Oh, there's something new all right,’ Gondoleery said with a laugh. “General 
Blair has apparently taken great pains to protect the high priest, as you'll see by 
the scores of soldiers surrounding the palace. But no one actually bothered to 
make sure the high priest was inside it before they locked it down." 

Liam frowned. “What? You mean Aaron's not here?" 

"I certainly can't find him. Have a look for yourself. He's given them the slip! I 
didn't think he had it in him. People are surprising me left and right these days.” 
She shook her head and laughed again. "Shall we break the news to them, or just 
let them discover it on their own?" 

Liam paled. This wasn't part of the plan. Where had Aaron gone? The only 
place he could think of was Artimé, to fight. He was surprised Aaron hadn't 
confided this plan to him, and he wondered now if Aaron really did trust him as 
much as he seemed to. “Are—are you sure?” 

Gondoleery shrugged and filed a fingernail on her teeth. “I said have a look 
yourself—wait, what's that?” She tilted her head toward the stairwell that led 
down to the entryway. “Do you hear something?” 

There was a faint pounding coming from behind the closed door to the 
servants’ kitchen. Liam looked at Gondoleery, then ran down the stairs and to 
the door. He tried opening it, but it was stuck. He slammed up against it, but it 
wouldn't budge. 

"Who's in there?” he shouted. 


The reply was a muffled series of shouts and groans. Liam ran to get 
something with which to leverage the door, and tried wedging it into the 
casement. The rotting wood split and the broken door fell open. 

Before him, six guards lay gagged and tied. 

“Gondoleery!" Liam called. “Come quickly!" 

He began working to unfasten the knotted rope around the first guard's wrists 
and ankles. The rope was stiff, like new—unlike any rope Quill had seen in 
decades, he was sure. 

Gondoleery appeared in the doorway, but she didn’t deign to help. Instead 
she peppered the guards with questions once a few of them were able to remove 
their gags. 

"Who did this? When did it happen? Where's Aaron?" 

The head guard coughed, trying to speak. Liam rushed to get him a cup of 
water from the bucket while Gondoleery continued with more questions. “Did 
the Quillitary do this? Or did Aaron? What is going on here?” 

Finally, the guard could speak. “Neither. We were ambushed last evening. 
Twenty or more strangers broke in and overtook us. They shoved us in here and 
tied us up. A few hours later we heard another scuffle, then nothing more until 
you found us.” He coughed. "We don't know who they were, but it wasn’t the 
Quillitary. And I don't know where the high priest is, or if he was involved. | 
heard a muffled shout that sounded like him last evening, and then silence. I can 
only guess he was captured and taken away.” 

Liam and Gondoleery exchanged looks. 

“Captured?” Gondoleery asked slowly. "Taken away?" 

The words sank in. With a strange look on her face, Gondoleery turned and 
walked out of the room. At the door leading outside she paused, her singed 
fingertips on the handle. And then a wicked smile spread across her face. She 
opened the door, looked over her shoulder at Liam. 

“Governor,” she said, “you are relieved of your duties. I'm taking over as high 
priest, and I declare that your time in Quill is done. Please make your way to the 
Ancients Sector.” 

Liam's mouth fell open. His stomach knotted with fear. He gripped the 
banister as sweat broke out on his forehead, and the knot in his stomach twisted 
and churned. “What?” he whispered. 

Gondoleery cackled. “You heard me.” She turned to go once more, when a 
flurry of activity stopped her in the open doorway. A small group of bedraggled 


Necessaries was running up the driveway, covered in rock-wall dust, fresh 
wounds bleeding through torn bits of clothing. Some carried children. 

Gondoleery sneered. “What do you want?” she asked the first one to reach 
her. 

"There was an accident, Governor! The last section of the wall collapsed. It 
fell inward, on top of the workers, and it crushed several houses.” 

Gondoleery sighed. “What a shame." 

"Rows twenty-five through twenty-seven in the Necessaries Sector are 
completely demolished!" 

"What do you want me to do about it?” Gondoleery tilted her head as if she 
hadn't a clue. 

"Tell the high priest, for one!” cried the Necessary. He looked around 
desperately at the stragglers behind him. 

A man approached, carrying two crying toddlers. “These children are orphans 
—their parents died in the collapse." 

Gondoleery looked at the children like they were diseased animals. “Well, | 
surely don't want them,” she said. 

The man sighed, exasperated. "They aren't for you, they're for the high priest 


n 


"That's what we're trying to tell you,” interrupted the first. "The high priest's 
father was working on the wall when it collapsed. And it crushed their house, 
where his wife was with the children. The Stowes—they're both dead, you see. 
We pulled the babies from the rubble. They're the high priest's sisters.” 

"I'm sure he would want to look after them,” said another Necessary. 

Gondoleery stared at them. 

Liam stared at Gondoleery, still in shock from what happened earlier, and 
now this... . 

Gondoleery looked from one bloody, bruised face to the next. "Aaron's sisters, 
you say?” she asked slowly. 

"Yes," said the first Necessary. He took one of the girls and held her out to 
Gondoleery. 

She narrowed her eyes, but took the child gingerly in her arms, and then 
reached out for the other, a look of disgust apparent on her face. "I'll see to it 
that Aaron gets them,” she said. "Soldiers," she said to the Quillitary members 
stationed by the door, "please escort the Necessaries outside the palace gates 
where they belong.” 


She didn't wait for the Necessaries or the soldiers to respond. Instead she 
stepped back into the palace and closed the door with her foot. Then she shoved 
the twins into Liam's arms. “Here.” 

Startled, he took them. “What am I supposed to do with babies?” 

"You'll take them with you to the Ancients Sector,” Gondoleery said. She 
wiped her hands on her blouse, then opened the door to make sure the 
Necessaries were gone and stepped out once more. “Let the proprietor know | 
want all three of you put to sleep by morning.” 

Liam gaped. Gondoleery slammed the palace door, shoved past the Quillitary 
guards, and got into an awaiting vehicle. Through the window he could see her 
barking orders, and soon the jalopy roared off. He looked at the girls. One of 
them tugged at his ear, and the other began to fuss. “Mama,” she whimpered. 

"What in Quill?" Liam whispered, and a fearful breath escaped him. Babies? To 
the Ancients Sector? No one had ever heard such a heartless command, not even in 
Quill. Liam's eyes darted around the palace, from the empty staircase to the 
servants’ kitchen where half a dozen guards had heard every command given by 
the new self-declared high priest. They would see to it that her wishes were 
carried out—that was the way of Quill. His chest tightened, and he could taste 
something sour burning his throat. Gondoleery was a monster. A monster who 
was now in control of Quill. And Liam and these babies would be dead by 
morning. 

He had no choice in Quill but to obey. He tightened his grip on the twins as 
first one then the other began to cry. “Shh,” Liam said. He glanced up the steps. 

Seeing Liam's hesitation, the lead guard cleared his throat and approached, 
followed by two more. “We'll arrange your ride,” the lead guard said, his voice 
cold as ice. 

Liam whipped his head around at the sound, his eyes wild and panicked. 

When the guard opened the door to call for a driver, Liam darted out, twins 
in tow. He broke through the confused line of Quillitary soldiers and ran across 
the driveway, half sliding, half hopping down the bank toward the sea, knowing 
that his wasn't the only life that depended on his stamina and speed. And hoping 
against hope that the thundering of footsteps behind him that grew louder by 
the second would stop . . . or he was never going to make it. 


> 


Home at Long Last 


They'd spotted Quill at dawn looming large on the horizon, and now it was only 
a matter of time before Alex and the team would be home. Alex stood with his 
friends at the bow, the sun warming their backs, their faces to the breeze, 
thinking about their soft beds and all the wonderful food in the kitchen awaiting 
them. 

I'm going to collapse in my room and order up everything on the menu,” 
Samheed said. “I'm glad Ishibashi-san gave us all these fruits and vegetables, but 
I'm hungry for some real food." 

"Me too,” Lani said. "And ready for home cooking.” 

Alex's stomach growled thinking about it. He could just barely see the top of 
the mansion reflecting the morning light. But he was anxious, too. “I hope 
everything's okay.” He glanced at Simber overhead. 

"It seems quiet,” Simber said. “People arrre sitting on the lawn. Earrrlierrr I saw 
a cloud of dust rrrise up frrrom the farrr side of the island. I'll bet that was 
anotherrr chunk of the wall coming down." 

Alex shook his head, trying to imagine Quill without its wall. “What else can 
you see?” 

Simber flapped his wings. “I'm not surrre what to think of this, but at dawn | 
could see the outline of a pirrrate ship behind us, heading east. We must have 
passed it durrring the night.” 

"Strange," murmured Alex. “Or maybe not. I've never seen another one, but 
that doesn't mean they aren't out here sometimes.” 

Simber was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “Look towarrrd Arrrtimé. 
Tell me if you see something.” 

Alex and the others did so. 

"There's a tiny sparkle," Henry said. 


"A bunch of them,” Sky said. "They're all over the lawn.” 

Alex nodded. “I see them too.” He looked up. “What do you think it is, 
Simber? Can you tell?” 

"I've been seeing the little glints of light forrr some time, and I think I've just 
figurrred out what they arrre.” 

Alex held his hand up to his eyes to protect them from the glare on the water, 
straining to see Artimé. “What are they?" 

"They'rrre glass shields," Simber said. "The people on the lawn arrre all sitting 
behind them. We'rrre seeing the sunlight rrreflected off them as we move along.” 

Alex leaned forward. “Why would they all be sitting behind—" He stopped 
short, and then, along with Samheed and Lani, said, “Ohhh.” The three friends 
looked at each other as the realization came over them. 

Samheed looked up at Simber. “What's going on?" 

"I think they arrre expecting company. And not just us.” 

Alex's heart raced. “Do you think Quill is going to attack? Like, now?” 

Simber focused intently on the things no one else could see. After a minute, 
his eyes widened. 

"What is it?” Alex asked. 

"Therrre's a steady strrream of dust rrrising frrrom left to rrright on the nearrr 
side of the island,” Simber said slowly. “The kind of dust a line of vehicles would 
make if they werrre headed frrrom the Quillitarrry yarrrd towarrrd Arrrtimé.” He 
looked down at Alex. "I think they'rrre on theirrr way." 

Alex," Samheed said. “We have to do something.” 

Alex nodded. “I know. I'm thinking.” He looked all around the ship, seeing 
Florence leaning forward and listening. He ran to her side. "They're going to 
need our help. The ship is at full speed—I think I should go ahead with Simber. 
What do you think?” 

Absolutely,” Florence said. Take a few others with you—as many as Simber 
can hold." 

Alex nodded. “Okay. That feels right." He turned back to the group at the 
bow and considered his options. 

"Samheed, Lani, and Henry, I want you guys to come with me.” 

They nodded. 

“Everybody else,” Alex said, “hand over whatever spell components you have 
left. Once you reach the lagoon, Florence will assess the situation and give you 
instructions, and, Ms. Octavia? I need you to stay on board and guard the ship.” 

"Of course,” the octogator said. 


The components were gathered into a miserable little heap on the deck. Lani 
sorted them and handed them out, leaving a few for Ms. Octavia in case the 
Quillitary decided to attack the ship. Alex arranged his components in his 
pockets the way he liked them, wishing for ten times the number, then signaled 
to Simber that he was ready. 

Simber dipped a wing. Alex grabbed hold of it and vaulted onto Simber's 
back. He scooted forward so Lani, Samheed, and Henry could hop on behind 
him. 

As soon as Henry was settled, Simber called out, “Hold on tightly!" And they 
were off, soaring at Simber's top speed. He updated them as they flew with 
whatever details he could make out. The closer they drew to Artimé, the more 
alarmed Simber's voice became, for he could see clearly now that Artimé was 
indeed under a severe attack. 

"The Quillitarrry is sprrread acrrross the entirrre southerrrn shorrre of the 
island," Simber said. "They'rrre attacking frrrom vehicles and on foot!" 

Alex could hardly see—the wind was making his eyes water furiously. He 
wiped them and tried again. They were closing in now, and Alex could make out 
the figures on the lawn, fighting from behind their glass shields. Quillitary 
soldiers waving their rusty metal weapons were everywhere, running and 
plowing into glass shields with their vehicles, causing all sorts of problems, but 
Alex could tell Artimé was holding its own by the number of frozen Quillitary 
soldiers on the grounds. Every now and then he saw a body flying backward and 
sticking to a tree or the side of a vehicle with scatterclips. 

Alex turned to address Samheed, Lani, and Henry. “Let's make our first pass 
from the air. Get ready to pepper them with whatever spells we have, and keep 
your aim measured and tight—we don't want to waste anything. Sound good so 
far?" 

The three agreed that it did. 

"Great. Who has a large stash of components in their room and can get access 
to them fast?” 

"I do," Samheed said. 

"Okay, perfect. So we'll make that first pass, then when we get near the 
mansion, we'll drop Sam off and keep fighting with our remaining spells until 
Sam comes back with components. Clear?” 

"Clear," the three called out. 

"Simber?” Alex prompted. 

"Got it,” said the cat. 


The next minutes dragged by, Alex clutching Simber’s neck and leaning 
forward, as if that would propel them even faster. He hated the Quillitary’s 
presence on his land. It made him furious to see his people having to risk their 
lives without him right by their sides. “Hurry up, Sim,” he muttered, not 
intending for Simber to hear him, but realizing too late that of course he did— 
he always did. 

Instead of getting angry, Simber risked a glance at the mage and nodded. "It 
feels terrribly helpless, doesn't it?” 

Alex let out a deep sigh. "Yeah," he said. He patted Simber’s neck. 

"We'rrre moments away.” He began his descent and circled, then called out, 
“Coming in frrrom east to west. Lining them up forrr you—no extrrra charrrge." 

Alex heard nervous laughs behind him. You could count on Simber to lighten 
the mood during the intense times. It made Alex feel more relaxed. Mentally he 
planned out his spell lineup and grabbed the first two components. 

Simber swooped in, almost unnoticed by anyone on the ground because they 
were all concentrated on their battles, and one by one, the four excellent spell 
casters on Simber’s back released their components and rendered four soldiers 
useless. A second later, four more went down. 

When the Artiméans on the lawn realized what was happening, a cheer rose 
up. Their mage had returned. 

Alex, Lani, Samheed, and Henry didn't stop. They shot off another round, 
and another, all the way along the southern shore into Quill, until they were 
almost out of components. 

"Back to the mansion,” Alex called out. “Samheed, be ready to run!" 

"Got it!” Samheed slid to the end of Simber'’s wing as the statue swooped 
down, and he jumped off, hitting the ground running. 

Simber lifted off again, and the three remaining on his back continued firing 
components until they ran out. Once Alex's supply was depleted, he was able to 
sit back and look out over the island, trying to spot areas of trouble. He spied 
Meghan near the mansion, but she was too busy fighting to notice them. 

After a minute, Samheed burst out of the mansion, his pockets bulging and a 
burlap sack in one hand. He fought off the Quillitary with spell after spell from 
his free hand, waiting for Simber to find an open spot to swoop in. Unable to get 
through the crowd to hop onto Simber’s back, Samheed finally gave up. 

"Here!" he shouted, and tossed the sack of components to Lani so they could 
continue fighting from the air. “Go on without me—I'll stay down here!" 


Lani caught the sack, and Simber flew up and away to take on soldiers farther 
inland. 

Samheed reloaded and glanced around, trying to figure out where his allies 
were. He spotted Meghan and shouted to her. 

She looked up, surprised and pleased, though there wasn't time for niceties at 
the moment, seeing as she was nearly surrounded and a trickle of blood was 
blocking her vision in one eye. She took out the nearest soldiers and glanced 
back at Samheed, who was moving toward her. 

"Are you okay?” Samheed asked, seeing the blood. He took out two more 
soldiers and muscled through the throng of fighters, narrowly avoiding a crack 
to the head with a rusty iron rod. Once through, he raced to her side. 

"I'm fine. Feel like giving me a hand?” She shot him a wry grin. It was good to 
see her friend after so long. 

"I suppose," Samheed said. He reached out to give her shoulder a squeeze and 
gave her a kiss on the cheek while simultaneously tossing a pin cushion spell at a 
soldier nearby. The soldier convulsed in pain from hundreds of pinpricks. “You 
didn't have to go through all this trouble just to welcome us home, you know.” 

"We do things right here in Artimé,” she replied. "It's incredibly good to see 
you.” 

"You too. Is Sean all right?” Samheed whirled around to toss scatterclips at a 
soldier running toward him, sending the chap flying backward toward Quill. He 
faced Meghan now, and hastily froze two young Quillitary soldiers heading 
toward Mr. Appleblossom, who left his tree and was fighting on the grounds 
nearby. 

"He's better than when he got here,” Meghan said over the din of clashing 
metal. “Still in the hospital wing.” 

An attacker sliced into Meghan’s arm, which made her furious. She sent her to 
the ground with a dagger spell to make her regret it. When Meghan turned back 
toward Samheed to express her disgust, she gasped. Looking over Samheed's 
shoulder, she saw a stealthy figure coming up in the distance behind him. And 
when she caught sight of the man’s face, she grabbed Samheed by the shirt. 
"Samheed!” she screamed. “Look out!" 


The General’s Vendetta 


Samheed whirled around, components drawn and ready to cast, and then he 
gasped too. Not twenty feet away was a small group of soldiers advancing on 
him and Meghan, weapons poised. And behind them stood a man, a head taller 
than the rest. The man’s eyes bulged and his nostrils flared. 

“General Blair,” Samheed whispered. 

Meghan gulped and whispered back. “I see him. I thought he was dead." She 
came to her senses and pulled some components from her pocket. “I'll take the 
left guards, you take the right, and I'll leave you the honors of handling the 
general.” 

"I appreciate that,” Samheed said. He looked at the components in his hands 
and then shoved them into his pocket, opting for a different arsenal. He chose 
the components he wanted. "Ready?" he said under his breath. “Go.” 

One after another, he and Meghan sent four guards flying backward, pinning 
them to the nearest trees, and four guards running screaming into the sea. And 
all the while, General Blair, a wild look in his eye, advanced as if nothing were 
happening to his group of protectors. Finally Samheed reloaded and pulled his 
arm back to take out the general, but the general was quicker. He held a circular 
piece of jagged metal in one hand and a pistol in the other. 

"Don't move or youre dead,” the general said, his voice thundering loud 
enough for people all around them to hear. The angry scar on his neck pulsed 
with each word. 

Samheed froze. 

"You see this weapon here? It has your initials on it, Burkesh. I found it 
imbedded deep inside my neck.” 

The general held Samheed's throwing star. 


"I've come to return it. Now put your weapons down and take what you 
deserve!” 

"He's gone mad,” Samheed muttered. 

"Stay still,” Meghan whispered. “Can you put up a glass shield without 
moving?” 

"Good idea.” Samheed concentrated and whispered, “Glass.” A shield 
appeared in front of him. Immediately Meghan moved to the edge of it and 
without hesitating, fired off a heart attack spell. 

A nearby soldier jumped in its path, took the hit, and fell to the ground. She 
shuddered and was silent. 

"Don't make me angry!” the general roared. And before anyone could figure 
out what was happening, there was an earsplitting blast. The glass exploded and 
shattered at Samheed's feet. 

Meghan screamed and moved to Samheed's side, fumbling with her pockets. 

General Blair fired the gun again, but there was only a click. 

Samheed saw his chance and searched his pockets for the spell he needed to 
finish the general off. But he'd shoved components in his pockets so quickly and 
without any planning that he couldn't find what he needed. At last his fingers 
landed on the familiar heart shapes. He snatched them up. 

Fuming, General Blair tossed the pistol aside. He switched the throwing star 
to his right hand, reared back, and let it fly. At the same time, Samheed wound 
up and sent two heart attack spells soaring. 

Meghan looked up just in time. “No!” she yelled. She leaped into the air, 
shoving Samheed aside as his heart attack spells hit the general square in the 
chest. 

The man's eyes widened, and his shaking hands gripped his shirt. At the very 
same moment, the throwing star found its mark, sticking fast into Meghan’'s 
chest. Without a sound, she tumbled to the ground in a heap. 

The shuddering General Blair dropped to his knees, gasping for breath, and 
fell forward, his face in the lawn. The onlookers from both sides began shouting. 
They burst into an intense battle, fighting for their lives and their honor. 

"Meg!" Samheed cried. He staggered to his feet, fell, and crawled toward her, 
but the enemy was quickly closing in around him and he couldn't reach her. He 
lunged for more components, sending a round of heart attack spells at every 
soldier in range, and planted two more in the general's back to make sure the job 
was done. 


A cry went up from a Quillitary soldier. “They've killed the general! Fight to 
the finish!” 

"Simber!" screamed Samheed in a horrible voice no one had ever heard before. 
Finally he was able to stand. A new wave of soldiers approached, slashing the air, 
trying to get a piece of him. He ducked and darted away from their lashings, and 
began shooting off lethal versions of scatterclips. "Die a thousand deaths!” he 
cried with every throw, and one by one each scatterclip caused the fall of 
another Quillitary soldier. Yet behind each fallen soldier was another to take his 
place. 

From the roof of the mansion, Carina heard Samheed's cry for help. She 
shouted for Simber and began pelting the soldiers from her spot up high. Heart 
attack spell after heart attack spell went soaring, and lethal scatterclips went 
flying as fast as Carina and Samheed could send them. 

"Somebody please get Meghan out of here!" Samheed begged, his voice 
hoarse, but the battle was so fierce that no one could pause for a moment to help 
any of the wounded. He was sure she'd been trampled, and there was nothing he 
could do but fight to stay alive. 

Finally Simber swooped in, and Alex, Lani, and Henry all jumped to the 
ground and began casting lethal spells alongside a bruised, broken, and bloody 
Samheed. The fight continued to rage with wave after wave of soldiers running 
to attack the person who had killed their general, until there were only a handful 
of Quillitary soldiers left alive. 

As their components dwindled along with the enemy's numbers, Ms. Morning 
and Mr. Appleblossom finished off the remaining Quillitary near the former gate 
area and ran toward Samheed and the others to assist. There they helped finish 
the battle. The last soldier went down with a deathly poem from Mr. 
Appleblossom. 

And then the world was silent. 

Heaving and gasping for breath that wouldn't come, Samheed sought out 
Lani, and then his eyes rolled back into his head and he crumpled to the ground 
next to Meghan. Neither of them moved. 

And then, in the very moment that all the friends rushed in to help Meghan 
and Samheed, the land beneath their feet turned slick. Not with the blood of 
their enemies or friends, but with a thick layer of blinding white ice—ice from 
the veins of the most evil one of all. Gondoleery Rattrapp. 

Artiméans everywhere slipped off their feet and went sprawling, landing hard. 
Quillens, too, apart from the fighting, were frozen inside their homes or fell 


while doing their jobs. The few Quillitary soldiers who had survived the battle 
now watched in horror as their vehicles slid off the road and skidded down the 
embankments to the frozen shoreline. And the pirate ship nearing the lagoon in 
Artimé stopped short, its hull encased in a sea of ice. 





Aaron in Trouble 


It was midday before Aaron gained consciousness. When he could pry his 
swollen eyelids open, he found himself flung out across a bench in a little fishing 
boat, alone, bouncing and churning and lurching against the waves. His stomach 
lurched too, but there was nothing more than bile inside it to expel. 

His face throbbed. Gingerly he reached up to touch it. His skin was on fire. It 
was more pain than he'd ever known. Every rise and fall of the boat caused his 
sight to waver and his nose to feel like it was going to explode. He pushed 
himself up and peered fearfully over the lip of the vessel's side, and then he sat 
up and gripped the bench. The sea swam before his eyes, and briny water 
sloshed about at his feet. The only solid thing in sight was the pirate ship, to 
which his little fishing boat was attached by a heavy gold chain. 

He could hear voices coming from above him, on board the ship, but he 
couldn't make out any words. “Hey,” Aaron said, but little sound came from his 
parched throat. His bottom lip was split, he could feel it. "I'm the... I'm the 
high priest... .” 

Every effort to remain conscious took more out of him, and eventually Aaron 
gave up. He sank back to the floor of the boat and closed his eyes. 





The Queen of Ice 


Almost no one on the island of Quill had ever seen ice before. It felt cold before 
it stung, and with little warning it became awful to touch. Alex, who went down 
hard on his back, caught his breath and scrambled to his feet, and promptly 
slipped and fell again. “What's going on?” he whispered to Simber, who was 
splayed out, legs in all directions. 

"I don't know," Simber said under his breath. He flapped his wings to help 
him get to his feet. 

From somewhere in Quill, a dark, magical, thunderous voice rang out above 
all other sound on the island, and spread beyond to the icy circle of the sea 
around it. 

"Greetings, my people,” boomed the voice. 

Claire Morning froze. “Who is that?" 

Mr. Appleblossom shook his head. 

"I am your new high priest,” the voice said. "I want to take a moment to thank 
Artimé for destroying the Quillitary. I didn't care which side won, I just wanted 
one of you out of the way. So it's Artimé I welcome back into the fold—you are 
a part of Quill once more. We are a complete nation again.” 

She paused. No one moved. 

"Enjoy the ice,” she said. “It's my little way to keep you all safe until I get my 
kingdom sorted out. It's only temporary. Probably. Or maybe not." 

Alex and Sky exchanged horrified glances. 

"I'll keep you informed. Try not to freeze to death in your little ice desert.” 
With that, the booming voice faded away. 


Those near Alex turned their frightened eyes to him. He stared back, rapidly 
trying to figure out what was happening. 

"Okay," he said. "I don't know who that was. We'll figure it out. But first we 
need to take care of our injured. | need a team to somehow get to the mansion 
door and wait for Simber and the squirrelicorns to airlift our wounded and 
deliver them to you." 

A few able volunteers raised their hands and began sliding on hands and knees 
toward the mansion. 

Alex looked around at all the injured, his heart filling with dread. Artimé was 
a disaster. Swiftly he sought out the friends he knew he could count on. “Henry, 
Carina, pick an additional team to take inside so they can help treat the 
incoming patients.” 

"Got it," Henry said. He and Carina began recruiting help from uninjured 
people all across the lawn. 

And then Alex's eyes landed on Meghan and Samheed. Sam's face was hidden, 
but Meghan's was ghastly white. The ice was red beneath them. “Oh no," he 
breathed. He stepped gingerly toward them on the ice, trying not to slip. Each 
step was agonizingly slow. “Everyone, get moving!” he shouted. “Crawl if you 
have to! Let's get the injured inside now!" 

Simber chose to fly. Immediately he scooped up an unresponsive Meghan 
into his mouth and carefully dug his claws into Samheed’s component vest, 
lifting them both. They hung limp from Simber's grasp. Alex took his own advice 
and dropped to the ground, sliding himself along the side of the mansion to the 
door to help Simber. 

A moment later squirrelicorns filled the air, picking up injured Artiméans far 
and wide and delivering them to the mansion. 

Alex's hands burned against the ice. He crawled up to the threshold of the 
mansion, past the Artiméans stationed there to help transition the injured inside. 
He rose to his knees and grasped the handle to open the door, praying that the 
ice was external only. 

It was. 

"Phew," he said, pulling himself into the mansion and getting to his feet just as 
Simber lowered Alex's two friends to within reach. 

Alex stretched out his hands and pulled Meghan gently from Simber's jaws. 
His face paled when he held her. 

"She's cold,” Simber said. 


Alex's heart fell. “From the ice, you mean?" he said, faltering. 


Simber was silent. He dropped his eyes. 

Alex's eyes burned. “From the ice? Simber?” 

"Just get herrr into the hospital warrrd!" 

Wild with fear, Alex started off. “You guys grab Samheed so Simber can 
rescue more injured,” Alex croaked over his shoulder to the Artiméans at the 
door. “And tell Carina and Henry to hurry! Meghan’s . . . she's bad off.” He ran 
with his best friend in his arms into the hospital wing, and laid Meghan gently 
on the nearest bed. Her freckled face was gray. 

He couldn't breathe. He put a shaking hand to his mouth. 

From across the ward, Sean sat up, his leg in a cast and held up in the air in a 
sling. "Oh, thank goodness you're all right, Al. Is everybody okay? That voice— 
did you hear it? That was Gondoleery Rattrapp! Eva told me about her, she's— 
why, wait .. ." He sat up farther and peered at the figure in the bed. “Is that—is 
that Meg?” 

Alex could barely hold it together as Henry and Carina burst into the 
mansion and came running toward him, and others rushed into the room 
carrying Samheed. He shot Sean a fearful look. “Yes," he said in a voice that 
sounded far away. “It's Meghan.” Numb, he backed off from the bed to let the 
healers get close, and then tripped over a side table as Sean, helpless in his bed, 
strained to see what was happening. 

Carina began barking out orders to the nurses, and the more intense her voice 
became, the more Alex felt his world crashing in on him. He stumbled to the 
hospital ward entrance, useless, yet knowing there were many other wounded, 
and he had to help them. 

Blindly he returned to the front door and picked up the next body that had 
been left there. He ran with it to hospital ward and deposited it on a bed, and 
then doggedly went back. Body after body he transported from inside the front 
door to the hospital wing until his limbs and lungs burned. 

At first he tried to block the screams and shouts that were coming from Sean, 
and from around Meghan’s bed, but the cries were endless. Mentally he begged 
for a spell that would cause his hearing to fail while he did the job he had to do, 
but there was none. He couldn't unhear the horrible truth. His dear friend 
Meghan, his freckled classmate and fellow Unwanted, was dead. 

When Sean cried out Alex's name and grabbed his shirt as he passed by with 
yet another body, Alex looked at the horror in his friend's eyes and croaked, “I'm 
sorry! I'm sorry, okay? There was nothing we could do to save her!" He ripped 
his shirt from Sean's grasp and stumbled out of the hospital ward, hot tears 


singeing his eyes and throat as he went back for the next injured person. And all 
the while a sort of fatalistic mantra began forcing its way into his head, whether 
he wanted it there or not. It was the only thing that kept him going. 

We can only save the ones we can save. 


» » « «K 


By the time Florence and the rest of the ship's crew had scuttled the distance 
across the frozen lagoon and reached the shore, Alex had almost singlehandedly 
delivered the last of the injured Artiméans to the hospital ward. 

Hours later, as darkness settled over the island, only Henry remained beside 
Meghan's now empty bed. He was crying inconsolably, his hands shaking as 
they clutched an unopened tin of fluorescent blue seaweed. 


> 


Another Shipwreck 


With no water or food and in blinding pain, Aaron slid in and out of 
consciousness. As the pirate ship pulled his little fishing boat along, he didn't 
notice the cylindrical island with the rocky crown on top as they passed by, and 
he didn't notice the lush, larger island with the jutting mountain and waterfall on 
one side and the word “HELP!” spelled out on the beach with bones. Every time 
his eyes opened, all he could see was water. Where were they taking him? 

Now and then the pirates above peered over the railing at him. Sometimes 
they jeered. Whenever Aaron cried out for water, some of them would spit at 
him and laugh. Aaron knew this was the end of him. His tongue swelled with 
thirst until he reached over the side of the boat and sipped a handful of sea 
water, but that only made him more thirsty. 

His stomach twisted in pain, his shoulder felt like fire grew inside it, and his 
face swelled and throbbed. The sun beat down on him during the day, burning 
his skin, and when it went down at night, he shivered until he thought his teeth 
would fall out. 

He drank more sea water and became delirious, shouting, “I am the high priest 
of Quill. Let me go!” And when the pirates laughed, he growled, “Take 
yourselves to the Ancients Sector!" 

Other times he shook and sobbed, though he was so dehydrated that he 
couldn't produce tears even if he wanted to. “I don't know what you want with 
me!" he cried, his voice growing so hoarse that the pirates couldn't hear him 
anymore. 

Finally he slid to the bottom of the boat, into the sludge, and passed out. And 
in his unconscious state, he dreamed of his brother, and of a better life. 


DYKK 


It was dark and choppy when the pirates unhooked the chain. The wind slapped 
waves against the sides of the little fishing boat, and the current, though not 
strong enough at this distance to pull the pirate ship into its grasp, was more 
than mighty enough to control the small vessel. The boat succumbed to the 
outer reaches of the hurricane, and went sailing into it without a struggle as the 
pirate ship pulled away and grew smaller. Soon the pirates’ laughter was drowned 
out by the whistling wind. 

But Aaron heard none of it. He flopped about, shivering on the floor as the 
tips of waves licked the lip of the boat, and he rolled from side to side as the sea 
swelled. It was only when the rain came in sheets that Aaron roused. Perhaps it 
was instinct as the pure liquid touched his lips. Fresh water. He forced himself to 
lift his head, barely raising an eyelid, and opened his mouth wide to let the cool, 
driving liquid hit his tongue and the back of his throat. Sweet relief. 

As the rain quenched his thirst, the ride grew rougher and more waves 
splashed in. Aaron grabbed on to the side of the boat and hoisted his battered 
body to a sitting position against the bench. He stayed hunched over so the 
driving rain didn’t sting his broken face. The strengthening wind whipped his 
loosening clothing and made his cheeks shudder, and once his mind returned to 
him, he grew scared. 

"Help!" he rasped as a pitchfork of lightning crackled in the sky. “Please help! 
What's happening?” The boat began to move faster through the water. 

The waves grew and thunder crashed. The wind whipped the rain until the 
drops flew horizontally. They felt like hard pellets hitting Aaron's face, nailing 
his eyes and nostrils and eardrums, no matter how he tried to shield them. He 
grew dizzy with the speed of the watercraft and all the rocking and rolling. 
Soon, it was all he could do in his weak state to hang on. And before his 
muddled head could think, the fishing boat was darting past slices of rock jutting 
out of the water. 

As lightning became more frequent, Aaron could see the path forward. 
Dangerous obstacles peppered the shoreline of a desolate island. Waves swelled 
and rolled, dragging the little boat with them. Aaron's screams were barely 
audible above the roar of the sea, and the wind sucked the breath from him. 

Aaron clung for dear life to the side of the boat as it careened crazily toward 
the maze of boulders and wrecks, narrowly missing one after another, and 
causing Aaron's heart to leap. The boat went faster and faster, and began to 
bump against rocks, throwing Aaron from one side to the other. 


When the next series of lightning made the sky glow, Aaron's gasp stuck in 
his throat. He barely had time to close his eyes before the boat's front end flew 
up and went airborne over a rock, flinging Aaron to the floor, and then it crashed 
on another, splintering the little boat into a thousand pieces and sending Aaron 
flying into the sky. When he came back down, he landed hard on a rock with a 
stomach-churning thud, and was still. 

The next giant wave rolled in and poured over top of him. When it receded, 
the high priest of Quill was gone. 


In an Icy Land 


Meghan Ranger wasn't the only one who had given her life for Artimé. And she 
wasn't the only one to die saving another person. Artimé was filled with heroes. 

While Alex and Lani worked diligently around the clock to assist the living in 
whatever way they could, Meghan never left their minds. The days that followed 
the battle blurred into one long, horrible nightmare for all of them—Alex and 
Lani, Sean, of course, and Samheed, once he recovered enough to hear the 
horrible news. 

Everybody mourned in his own way—they’'d seen evidence of that when Mr. 
Today died, and were reminded of it now as Unwanteds poured every ounce of 
strength and grief into breaking through the layer of ice that covered the land so 
that they could dig graves for the fallen. The final toll was eleven, with more 
than thirty injured severely enough to remain in the hospital ward. The 
Quillitary death count was much higher, yet no one came to claim the bodies, so 
the Artiméans buried them, too. 

Sean's manner of grieving for his sister was loud and quick. He was 
completely inconsolable for a day. Not even Carina, who had pushed aside the 
fight they'd had, could comfort him. But after that, he pulled his sadness inward. 
He was alive, and he had work to do. Alex needed him. And he knew the most 
about what was happening in Quill. 

Well, almost. Charlie actually knew the most, and he did his best to share the 
information he had, but no one had a moment to listen. 

When finally Alex could take a break from the endless task of caring for his 
people, he and Lani sought out Sean and helped him walk into Ms. Octavia's 
empty classroom where they could talk in private. Simber, Florence, Claire, and 


Haluki joined them, while the rest of Artimé had dinner in the dining room. It 
was a somber meeting. 

"I'm certain that voice was Gondoleery Rattrapp’s,” Sean said. The circles were 
deep and dark under his eyes, and his tone was reserved. "She's one of the new 
governors, and I fought against her—she's one of Aaron's Restorers. Or at least 
she was, until she did this.” He pointed out the window at the ice-covered world. 

"So she took over power from Aaron?” Alex asked. He had to admit this was 
the most burning question on his mind. What had happened to his brother? His 
stomach had been knotted and unsettled for days—he could only guess the 
worst. 

"Sounds like it," Sean said. "Eva told me Gondoleery was up to something. 
She's been doing some sort of elemental magic, I guess. Ice, fire, stuff like that. 
Eva said they used to make rain with Marcus and Justine back when they were 
children on Warbler. And that once Marcus gave them their memories back, 
Gondoleery started working on her magic again.” 

"I didn't know they had that kind of magical ability,” Lani said. “But I guess 
Mr. Today brought a rainy day to Artimé now and then just to change things up, 
didn't he?” 

"He did," Claire said. “I'm sure I don't know the spell for it, though.” 

"Maybe there's a book with a counterspell to the ice,” Alex muttered. 
"Somewhere in that mess of a library in the Museum of Large. I'll see if I can find 
something on the topic of elemental spells." He pinched the bridge of his nose to 
ward off the headache that threatened at the thought of digging through all of 
Mr. Today's books. 

Lani looked out the window longingly. “I'd just love to get in there and fix it 


n 


up. 

"Maybe if you were just a little bit better at magic, you could see the secret 
hallway,” Alex said. He meant to tease her, but the dull way the words came out 
made it sound like an insult. 

Simber cleared his throat. “Why don't you paint a 3-D doorrrway to the 
Museum of Larrrge? That way you could let whomeverrr you want up therrre.” 

Everybody turned to look at Simber. The suggestion raced through their 
brains as they tried to find a flaw in the plan. 

"It's just a suggestion,” the cheetah added. 

It seemed like a valid one, and Alex was chagrinned that he hadn't thought of 
it before. "That's really good thinking, Sim. We'll have to keep it quiet, though,” 
Alex said. "I don't want just anybody getting up there.” 


There was a shuffling of feet behind Alex, and he turned to see Charlie 
peering at the group. 

"Charlie!" both Claire and Alex exclaimed at once. 

Claire put her hand to her forehead. "I'd nearly forgotten all about you." 

"Me too—lI'm sorry,” Alex said. And then it occurred to him that Charlie 
might have very important news. “What can you tell us?” 

Charlie began signing rapidly. Lani narrowed her eyes, trying to decipher the 
language, but she gave up and looked to her father. 

Gunnar Haluki gave Charlie his full attention, while everyone else watched 
the expressions on his face change. When Charlie stopped, Haluki let out a 
breath and shook his head. 

"What is it?” Alex asked. 

Haluki pursed his lips. “It sounds like it's going to be a long story,” he said. He 
glanced carefully at Alex. “Charlie says Aaron was kidnapped.” 


See 


? 
Tough Answers 


Kidnapped?” exclaimed Alex. 

Haluki nodded. He watched Charlie intently as the gargoyle explained 
further, and then Haluki interpreted once more. "Matilda saw the whole thing. A 
group of ten pirates burst into Aaron's office while Aaron was trying to make her 
come alive magically." Haluki paused. “She adds that she faked being a frozen 
statue the whole time, of course.” 

"What?" Alex said. 

Gunnar shrugged. He watched Charlie and continued. “The pirates had shiny 
weapons. Swords, cutlasses, that sort of thing. They grabbed Aaron and held a 
paper to his face, and agreed he was the one they were after. They picked him 
up and he tried to reach some magical components that Liam had given him—" 

"Wait. What?” Claire asked, her face furious. 

Haluki shrugged again, but Sean spoke up. “It was Meg,” he said, his voice 
hollow. "She created a sack of fake components to trick Aaron.” 

Alex was confused by a number of things, but he couldn't worry about them 
now. "What happened to Aaron?” he demanded. 

Simber lifted his head and regarded Alex, but Alex was focused intently on 
Haluki. 

"They carried him out of the palace and down to the sea. They threw him 
face-first into a small boat and rowed out to the pirate ship. And then they 
chained his boat to the ship, left him there, and climbed aboard. And then they 
sailed away, pulling him behind them." 

"Back to their island? What would they want with him?” Alex was stumped. 
"He'd be absolutely useless as a slave.” 


Haluki and Charlie conversed for a moment. 

"They went the other way,” Haluki said, his voice puzzled. 

"You mean east?” Lani asked, exchanging a look with Alex. “Why?” 

Haluki shook his head. “Matilda doesn't know. Charlie saw them, too, from 
the mansion window. They passed by during the night, definitely heading east.” 

The group was quiet for a moment, contemplating the news. 

Charlie signed some more, and Haluki translated. “Then, in the morning, 
Gondoleery arrived at the palace and there was a bit of a ruckus. Matilda could 
hear some of the exchange from her post by the window in Aaron's office. When 
Gondoleery found out that Aaron was gone, she declared herself high priest and 
sent Liam and some others—she's not sure who—to the Ancients Sector." 

Ms. Morning leaned forward, eyes narrowed. "Oh," she said. She massaged 
her temples and was silent, while Sean just closed his eyes and let his head fall 
back against the back of his chair, defeated. 

Alex's mind whirled with information, but he knew he had to get down to the 
bottom of Gondoleery's intentions. “Let me get this straight,” he said. 
“Gondoleery Rattrapp took over Quill. Okay, I get that. And I get that she cast 
this ice spell and it affected Artimé and even a bit of the sea all the way around 
the island. But other than this severe inconvenience, does Artimé have 
something to worry about here? Seems to me she’s got her hands full trying to 
get Quill figured out, and we're just victims of the spell because we happen to 
share the island. Is that the correct assessment?” 

Haluki began to sign the questions to Charlie to make sure the gargoyle 
understood the complexity of what Alex was asking, but before he could finish, 
Sean spoke up. “No, Alex," he said. He paused and looked wearily around the 
circle. "She wants the mansion. She is the one person in Quill who has the 
magical ability to keep Artimé alive if you die. And believe me—she wants all of 
us dead.” 

They sat in silence. And once they'd each thought about it, no one was 
particularly surprised. Hadn't the people of Quill always wanted the people of 
Artimé dead? It was a common theme. 

"Well, that's just great,” Florence said. “Can I please just go pay a visit to the 
palace and have a little meeting with her?" 

Alex might have laughed if the day weren't so bleak. “Sure. And then two days 
later the next person will take over and decide Artimé should be destroyed. And 
the next, and the next.” He sat up. "You know, I'm starting to have an identity 
crisis. Why does everybody hate us so much?” 


Even Sean managed a small smile. “We're the most despised people in the 
whole world,” he said. “Just because we like to create things. No, not just create 
things, because everyone creates things. The problem is that we create things 
that they don't think are the right things. And that's what makes us so despised.” 

"Which makes it even more strange that the pirates captured Aaron, of all 
people. You'd think if they despised us and were out for revenge, they'd have 
come here.” Alex tapped his finger to his lips, and then he said, “Charlie, can you 
ask Matilda what was on the paper that the pirates held up?” 

Charlie nodded and a moment later he signed something to Haluki. 

Haluki knit his brows, and then he looked at Alex. When he spoke, his voice 
was guarded. “She says it was a drawing of Aaron's face." 

One by one, the advisors looked up, and then at Alex. And as the truth 
dawned on him, Alex's face grew pale. 

"Oh," he said softly. "They thought Aaron was me.” 


) 


A Confession 


After the meeting, Alex pinned a large canvas to the wall next to the Museum of 
Large. He lit the hallway brightly so he could see all the nuances of the door, 
and he began to paint. It had been such a long time since he'd had a chance to 
paint anything at all, and even though he was exhausted and his heart ached for 
Meghan, he found comfort in working on his art again. And it was important for 
him to get the 3-D door finished quickly to allow Lani access to Mr. Today's 
personal library so she could help him look for a book about elemental spells. 
Thankfully it was a simple door, so it wouldn't take much time to replicate. 

While he worked, he thought about the whirlwind that had consumed every 
moment since he'd arrived back in Artimé. His community had never seen this 
much grief—they'd never lost so many people before. His best friend was gone, 
just like that. He still couldn't process it. It was so strange . . . so horrible. He 
hadn't even had a chance to say hello, much less good-bye. And poor Sean! He 
loved his sister so much. They had a very special sibling relationship. It was 
something Alex envied. But he didn't envy Sean now. 

Alex thought about his relationship with Aaron, and he knew he couldn't 
relate to what Sean was feeling, even though it seemed possible that Aaron could 
be dead now. As much as Alex had wanted a relationship with his brother like 
the one Meghan had with Sean, it wasn't meant to be. 

After a while, Alex heard a sound at the mouth of the hallway and looked up. 
It was Samheed, hanging on to the wall and hobbling toward him. 

"Thought I'd find you here,” Samheed said, breathing hard. 

"They let you out of the hospital ward?” Alex asked, hurrying into his living 
quarters to grab a chair for his friend. 


"Nah, I snuck out. Figured I could hide up here. I just needed to get out of 
there." 

Alex nodded and picked up his paintbrush. “Are you feeling better?” 

"I guess.” Samheed's face clouded over. 

Alex glanced at him. “What's wrong? You thinking about Meg?” 

"Yeah. I'm so stinking mad at her, I can't see straight.” 

Alex paused his brush stroke, and then continued painting, saying nothing. 

"She jumped in front of me,” Samheed went on. “She pushed me out of the 
way. You know?” 

"Yeah." 

"Why'd she have to do that?” Samheed's voice was filled with pain. 

"You'd have done the same for her.” 

Samheed was quiet for a moment. “Yeah. But still..." 

"I know.” Alex put his brush down. “All I can think to say is that she'd do it 
again if she had the choice. All of us would. You, Lani, me—none of us would 
think twice about pushing each other out of the way.” He sighed and started 
painting again. “That's what made us such a good team, I guess.” His vision 
misted over, forcing him to paint blind for a time, but he couldn't stop or he 
knew he'd break down. 

Samheed closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of the chair. He 
sat there in silence until a tear trickled out, and another. He wiped them away 
and took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I hate this,” he said. 

Alex looked over his shoulder at his friend. “Me too." 

They stayed together in the hallway for a long time, Alex painting and 
thinking, Samheed watching and trying not to lose it, until finally Samheed said, 
"I heard about Aaron.” 

Alex's hand wavered, and he cursed under his breath, trying to fix the errant 
line he'd made. He drew his thumb along it, dabbing the excess paint onto his 
pants. When he'd fixed his mistake, he replied, “They were coming for me, you 
know." 

Makes sense.” 

"I'm sure Aaron has no idea what's happening. Or why he was captured.” 

"If he's even alive,” Samheed said. 

Alex frowned at his work. “Why would they kidnap him if they were just 
going to kill him? Why not just kill him?" 

"I don't know." 

Alex painted a while longer. “I think he's alive." 


"Yeah?" 

"Yes. | don't know why. I just—l just think I'd, you know, feel something if he 
died. I'd be able to tell.” He let out a small laugh. “Sounds weird, I know." 

Samheed shifted in his chair. “You always were a little weird when it came to 
Aaron.” 

"I suppose. I mean, we were very close. Or... or I thought we were." 

Samheed gave an exasperated sigh. “Look, I know he's your twin, but he's a 
bad person. And you're not. And | think . . . if it's possible . . . you should just 
forget about it. About him. Because I, for one, am kind of glad he's gone.” 

Alex cringed and stepped back to look at his work. "I suppose you're happier 
with Gondoleery in charge,” he said, sarcasm creeping into his voice. 

Samheed was quiet. 

Alex snuck a glance at him. He could see that Samheed was trying to hold his 
tongue, which wasn't easy for him. 

"No, you're right," Samheed said eventually. “We're worse off until we figure 
out how to stop her kind of magic. That's true.” 

Samheed’s admission surprised Alex, but he took it without question. They 
fell silent again. 

Slowly, as Alex finished sections of the 3-D door, the corners and edges 
pushed out from the wall. Soon the drawing was finished. Alex took a tiny 
rubber component and cast it at the drawing, muttering “Preserve.” The 
component hit the canvas in the center, spread out, and rippled to the edges so it 
would never tear. He released the drawing from the wall and began rolling it so 
he could deliver it to Lani. 

"You ready, bruiser?” asked Alex. "Let me help you back down to the hospital 
ward.” 

Samheed frowned. “Can't you just bring me to my room?” 

"No way. The nurses will kill me.” 

"Fine. Let's go.” 

Alex tucked the 3-D door under one arm and helped Sam out of the chair. 
They walked slowly toward the balcony, where Artiméans bustled about, going 
in and out of their respective hallways. 

As Alex helped Samheed descend the steps, he caught a glance from Simber, 
who stood in his familiar spot at the front door. By the time they reached the 
bottom, Simber's attention was elsewhere, his ears flicking this way and that, and 
his head tilted to one side. He leaped off his pedestal and stood at attention by 
the door. 


Alex's heart fell. “What is it, Sim?” he asked in a low voice. They weren't ready 
for another attack. Samheed’s hands went automatically to where his vest 
pockets would be if he were wearing it, but he was unarmed. Alex grabbed 
components from his robe and shoved them at Samheed before taking some in 
his own hands. 

Simber narrowed his eyes. “Somebody's coming. But I don't .. . I can't tell 
if co 

"Claire? Ms. Octavia?” Alex called out. “Are you around? We have visitors.” 

Ms. Octavia and Claire Morning came out of their classrooms and joined the 
head mage, preparing to attack as well. 

There was a soft bumping at the door, more like something falling against it 
than a knock. 

Alex looked at Simber in alarm. “Shall I open it?” he whispered. 

Simber hesitated, and tried peering out the window. Seeing nothing from the 
strange angle, he nodded. 

"Stay here,” Alex muttered, and left Samheed standing alone near the banister. 
He went to the door, turned the handle, and opened it. 

There, slumped against the door frame, was a disheveled, shivering man with 
two identical packages in his arms. 

Both packages were crying inconsolably. 





Sisters 


Alex and the others stared. 

Simber growled. “Carrreful,” he said. “Could be a trrrick." 

Ms. Morning peered at the figure through narrowed eyes. She took a few 
steps toward him to get a better look. “Liam?” she asked, incredulous. “You're 
alive? What are you doing with those children?” She glanced at Alex. “Don't let 
your guard down. I'm with Simber. This could be a trap." 

Alex, Samheed, and Ms. Octavia remained steady and watchful as Ms. 
Morning looked out the door, this way and that. When she was satisfied that 
there was no one else nearby, she reached out to the partially frozen Liam and 
took the babies, who were wrapped inside ragged pieces of cloth. Liam's arms 
dropped and his head fell against the door frame. His eyes were closed. 

Alex rushed to Liam's side, slipped the man’s arm over his shoulders, and 
hoisted him to his feet. Ms. Morning quickly stepped inside with the crying girls 
and rushed them into the hospital ward to have them checked out. 

Alex followed her, dragging Liam along, but before he could reach the 
hospital ward, Liam snapped his head up and struggled to stand on his own. “I'm 
fine," he said, his voice hoarse. “Just make sure the babies are all right. I didn't 
know where else to go.” 


Ms. Morning handed the children over to the nurses and came back to the 
entryway, where Alex helped Liam take a seat on the steps near Samheed. Ms. 
Octavia brought him a blanket. His unshaven face was proof enough that he'd 
been living precariously for at least a few days. 

"We heard you'd been sent to the Ancients Sector," Ms. Morning said. “It's a 
shock to see you alive, much less carrying children." 

Liam didn't dare look at her. He pulled the blanket around his shoulders, still 
visibly shivering. “It's true. Gondoleery sent me to the Ancients Sector, and she 
commanded me to bring the babies there with me, but I didn't. I couldn't. They 
did nothing wrong. So I've been on the run.” He looked wearily at Alex. “You 
know about Aaron?" 

Alex nodded. 

A nurse who'd seen Liam come in returned with a steaming mug of warm 
liquid. Liam took it, grateful to warm his hands, and sipped from it. After a 
moment, he went on. "I took to the shoreline. After everything turned to ice, it 
took me all this time to get here, sliding along a little at a time so | didn't fall 
with the children." He glanced anxiously into the hospital ward. “They're 
starving. I'm so sorry. | only had a little bread in my pocket, and I had to melt ice 
to give them water.” 

Samheed looked over the banister at Liam. “Gondoleery sent little children to 
the Ancients Sector? Since when did Quill start doing that?" 

"Since Gondoleery took over. But I have to tell you that I don't think she has 
a plan much beyond freezing everybody in place. | think she saw the 
opportunity when Aaron was captured and she took it.” 

Simber spoke. “So you don't think she's planning to attack us furrrtherrr at this 
time?” 

Liam, who wasn't comfortable at all around the large stone beast, shifted away 
from him. "l-I can't say for sure, but I feel quite certain she froze the island 
because she needed to figure things out. She doesn't have any allies as far as | 
know. Well, maybe Governor Strang, but I doubt it. The two are total 
opposites.” 

"That's good to hear,” Alex said, beginning to pace. “It buys us some time to 
figure out how to counteract the spell. In fact, that reminds me. | need to get 
Lani into the library. . . ." He stood still as his thoughts turned back to the task at 
hand, then he picked up the 3-D door and handed it to Samheed. “Get this to 
Lani, will you? You'll see her before I do, I'm sure. I'm going to start searching. 
Tell her I'll meet her up there.” 


Samheed nodded and took it. 

Alex looked at Claire. “Is this whole thing,” he asked, waving his hand toward 
Liam, “under control?" 

"We'll take it from here," Ms. Octavia said. “Go save our island." 

Alex bid his thanks and his good-byes and turned to Liam. "Thank you,” he 
said before starting up the steps. 

"Yes, of course.” Liam stood. He dropped his eyes. “I'll be going, then. Thank 
you for the, ah, the drink.” 

"What?" Alex asked. “Where will you go?” 

"T-to the Ancients Sector,” Liam said. "That's where I've been sent.” 

Alex narrowed his eyes. He'd forgotten the strange ways people thought in 
Quill. "No, Liam. Don't be ridiculous. You will not go back there. We'll—we'll 
find you a place. Somewhere. Here or in Quill." He looked at Ms. Morning, 
letting her make the call. 

Ms. Morning sighed. “Fine. You can stay here, of course. Then you'll be closer 
to your children.” 

Liam looked at her in alarm. "“My—my children? The girls aren't mine! They're 
Alex's. I thought . . . I thought you all knew that." 

Alex's eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “What are you talking about?” he 
asked. 

Samheed raised an eyebrow. 

"Oh. Oh dear.” Liam grew pale. "Y-you didn't hear this part? About the wall— 
and your parents? Oh my, I'm afraid I've quite bungled this. . . .” 

"My parents?” Alex stared at Liam. Then he slowly turned to peer into the 
hospital ward where the children were being cared for, and slowly turned to look 
at Liam once more. "Explain, please,” he said in a terse voice. 

Liam wavered. “Oh dear. Alex," he said, “I'm so very sorry. I have some, ah, 
some horrifying news.” His mouth went dry, but he pressed on. “When the last 
of the wall collapsed, it fell inward on the workers, and it crushed three rows of 
Necessary houses. Your parents were both. . . killed.” 

Alex continued to stare. 

Liam swallowed hard. “Oh dear, you don't know a thing, do you. I'd thought 
—l'd thought you'd have had contact with them by now.” His eyes darted 
around, making sure no one was about to attack him, and chastised himself under 
his breath. “You see, Alex, the children are your sisters. Twins, just like you and 
—" He stopped. 

Shock registered on the faces all around. 


"And, well, since Aaron is... ah... ," he added weakly, and then finally he 
gave up trying to be sensitive and blurted out, “You're their only kin. You see?" 

In the long moment that followed, Alex appeared to have turned into a 
stunned statue. No one else moved either. 

"You're saying my parents are dead,” Alex said finally, “and I've inherited these 
screaming babies.” It wasn't a question. He shook his head slowly in disbelief. 
First Meghan, then Aaron, then this craziness . . . it was all too much. What was 
Alex supposed to do with two helpless babies on top of everything else he had to 
do? 

"Yes," Liam whispered. 

"No," said Alex. "I do not accept this. Not any of it.” And then, without 
another word, he turned and walked up the stairs. 

Simber started toward the stairs to follow him, pain and worry etched on his 
stony face, but Ms. Morning touched his shoulder. “Let him go.” 

The cat frowned. Every instinct he had urged him to go after the mage. But 
sometimes Claire understood human things better than he did. He stood at the 
base of the staircase for a long moment, and then he bowed his head and 
returned to his spot by the door. 


> 


Heartbreak and Loss 


Alex stared unseeing at the library shelves in the Museum of Large, trying to 
process everything he'd been through in the past few days. He still couldn't 
believe Meghan was gone forever, along with ten other Artiméans. Then his 
brother was kidnapped, and Alex had no idea where he could be. Then Liam told 
him his parents were dead, and he had somehow inherited two crying babies that 
he'd never laid eyes on before. 

He closed his eyes and gripped the shelves, wanting to pound his head 
against the wood, but ultimately deciding to rest his forehead against it instead. 
Meghan had been the closest thing to family Alex had known for years. Ever 
since Alex's parents had told him that he was Unwanted at age ten, they'd 
distanced themselves from him. He'd always pretended it didn’t hurt, because 
that's what a good Quillen would do. 

And now Meghan was gone, his parents were dead, and Aaron. . . Alex 
squeezed his eyes tighter, trying to tamp down the pain and tears, but his 
breathing grew heavy and wretched, and before he could pull himself from the 
grip of reality, he found he was hurtling toward it. He cried out in anguish—a 
deep, ugly groan that began at the depths of his gut and burst from his throat, 
and then he dropped to the floor and pounded it, sobbing incoherently about 
the unfairness of life and his awful childhood. 

Growing up in Quill, being taught not to feel—those lessons would never 
quite leave him completely, no matter how hard he tried to forget them. He 
hated Justine for it, and Aaron, and all of Quill for inserting their fears and rituals 
into his mind. He hated his parents for it. Even in their death, he hated them. 

As he sobbed, feeling terribly sorry for himself, it began to occur to him that 
maybe the only reason he was so troubled by the injustice of growing up in Quill 
was because he had experienced life differently since then. He'd experienced 


something that his parents and Aaron had never known. And that maybe, if he 
hadn't been Unwanted, he'd have been just like them. 

"I wouldn't!” he said, but immediately he doubted himself. And then he began 
to regret that he'd never reached out to his parents from Artimé once he'd had 
the chance. He'd always thought of it as their job to come to him if they wanted 
to see him, and they'd chosen not to do it. They'd chosen to let him be sent to 
his death, and they'd chosen to stay in Quill once Artimé was exposed. That was 
their decision! Even when Alex saw his father near Mr. Today's grave, Mr. Stowe 
had hurried away from him, as if Alex were somehow dangerous. What was Alex 
supposed to do? Beg? After what they'd done to him? But he'd never asked. And 
maybe they assumed Alex would hate them. They'd have been right. 

Maybe if he had invited them to Artimé, they would have come. But he 
hadn't, and now they were dead. 

His heart tore anew when he thought about Aaron. Aaron had been close, 
once. Close to joining Alex in Artimé. He'd been tempted—Alex had seen it in 
his eyes. But when he'd reached out, Aaron ran the other way. It was too late for 
him. 

Alex sometimes wondered what would have happened if he'd let Aaron get 
the infraction. Would Aaron have turned out differently if they'd both been 
Unwanted from the start? Would they be friends now? He'd never know. 

"You're so stupid!" he cried into the floorboards, and then he pounded them 
once more as another wave of anger and remorse flowed over him. “Aaron,” he 
pleaded now, “you had so many chances. So many.” He grew quiet as the waves 
of emotion softened. “And I never let go of you. How could I?” He lay there for a 
moment, as pain began to swell inside him, this time sharp and physical, like half 
his soul was breaking away, being torn from his body and hovering just out of 
reach. Alex gasped in agony and surprise and pushed himself to his knees, 
holding his side where the pain ripped through him. A revelation came over him 
as he knelt there, alone in the stacks, clear and vivid as any dream, and as certain 
as the pain that split his soul. 

"He's dying,” he whispered. “Right now, this minute, he's dying. Oh, help me. 
Someone... anyone...” 


Element-ary 


Mex pushed through the pain and tried to take hold of the truth—his brother 
was dying, and he was never coming back to Quill. But the pain in his side 
remained sharp and steady, no matter what Alex tried to do. He stared at the 
library shelves and tried to focus, but he wasn’t making much progress. 

Soon, after pasting the 3-D door in her bedroom, Lani showed up, and 
together they sorted through piles of books, making hardly a dent. It was easier 
with Lani there. And it was nice to spend the time in silence, or chatting now 
and then about things other than death and dying. 

Finding no luck after a day or two, Alex asked others to join them in the 
search. Samheed and Carina helped Sean up the stairs and through the 
traditional way, and Sky came with Lani through the 3-D door. 

Alex was glad to have Lani take charge of the organizing. He remained quiet, 
mostly, preoccupied with the pain that never left his side. 

In the evening, after the others left, Sky stayed with Alex. The two sat 
shoulder to shoulder together on the museum floor, in silence for a while, until 
Alex couldn't hold his thoughts anymore. They came pouring out. 

Sky listened. And listened. And listened. All night long, until years’ worth of 
Alex's private thoughts and feelings and actions were strewn out across the 
endless floor like the scattered piles of books. Stories about his parents. Stories 
about Meghan and her bravery. And stories about Aaron and what life was like 
for them in their little dusty room in Quill that was now demolished, buried 
under tons of rubble. 

They talked, and dozed, and sorted, and talked, and dozed some more, until 
Lani returned to start a new day of work and shooed them out to get something 
to eat. 


And while Alex and Sky wolfed down a most delicious breakfast at the 
kitchen bar, Florence wandered in, saying over her shoulder, “Come on little 
ones. Let's get a snack.” 

Behind her, the twins toddled, laughing and trying to keep up with Florence's 
long strides. One wore purple, the other red. When Florence noticed Alex and 
Sky, she grinned and picked up the girls, which made them laugh harder, and set 
them on the countertop near where Alex and Sky were sitting. 

Alex, nervous, sat back in his chair. “Uh, hi there.” 

Florence pushed the girls toward Alex and guarded the edge to make sure 
they wouldn't tumble off. "These are your sisters. As you can see, and as I'm sure 
you were wondering, they are doing quite well now after a few days of spoiling 
by the nurses.” 

Alex managed a weak grin. “They look .. . fine," he said. "Nice. I mean, I don't 
really know anything about babies.” 

“Carina and the nurses think they're probably a little less than a year old.” 

"Oh," Alex said. “That's... a good age.” He didn't really know what to say. 

One of the twins leaned forward and stretched out her hand, trying to reach 
Alex's face. He backed up, and she took interest in his plate of food instead. She 
grabbed a crust of toast and shoved it in her mouth. 

Sky laughed, but Alex looked at Florence in alarm. “Is she—is that—2" 

"She's fine. She just wants to share your snack." 

"Okaaay.” Alex frowned. 

Sky tore off a crust of bread from her plate and offered it to the other twin. 
"What are their names?" 

Alex looked up, curious. “Yeah,” he said. “What are they called?” 

Florence shrugged. "No one knows, and we don't want to stir up any suspicion 
in Quill by asking around, since we don't want Gondoleery to know they're here 
and alive. I think you ought to give them a fresh start, Alex.” 

"Me?" Alex sputtered. "I don't know anything about that. You guys just go 
ahead and do it.” 

"Alex," Sky said, disgusted, “don't be ridiculous. They're your sisters. And,” she 
added more gently, “it's pretty likely the longer Aaron is gone that you're all the 
family they have left." 

Alex cringed as the pain in his side throbbed. He knew deep inside him that 
something terrible was happening with Aaron, but what? If he was dead, would 
this pain last forever? 


Florence leaned in. “Even if Aaron returns, you have a chance to give them the 
childhood you never had. Aren't you excited about that?” 

Alex flinched. “That's a fine point, Florence, and you know I want that, of 
course.” 

Sky squeezed his knee under the counter. After their long talk last night, she 
knew as well, now. 

Florence tipped her head, waiting. “Well, then. You should name them.” 

"All right," he sighed. “Let me think about it, though.” He peered at the girls 
as if seeing them for the first time, trying to figure them out. "It might take me a 
few days to come up with some options.” 

"A few more days won't hurt,” Florence said. “I'll take them back to the 
hospital ward for now so you can get back to your search. They've set up a 
nursery in the corner for them, though they like to escape and visit Simber and 
me.” She grinned. “But you can stop by and visit them now and then, you know?" 

"Yeah, I guess.” It would take some getting used to. But they seemed like nice 
enough children when they weren't crying. And they were his sisters. “I'll come 
by," he promised. When Florence swept them up, they waved over her shoulders, 
and Alex found himself waving back. 

Sky and Alex finished their breakfasts, feeling ready to hit the library again. 
But just as they were leaving the kitchen, Lani came pounding down the stairs 
and flying around the banister carrying a small book high over her head. 

"I found it!" she cried, leaping into the air. “Element-ary: A Guide to Elemental 
Magic!" 





On the Island of Shipwrecks 


When Ishibashi exited his shelter during the hour of calm, he carried a few of his 
newly recovered tools to the precious ship that Alex-san had so thoughtfully 
transported to the island. Now the three scientists could explore it once again 
after so many years. 

Having such access to the ship fulfilled the scientists’ greatest wish, and as far 
as Ishibashi knew, he'd never expressed that wish to Alex—the young leader had 
figured it out on his own, which made the gesture even more thoughtful. 

And likely, with the long future that seemed to be ahead of the three 
scientists, it would give them something to fill in the endless hours. Now more 
than ever Ishibashi wished for a few more hours of calm each day, since the 
machinery on board the ship was too heavy for the three old men to dismantle 
and move into the shelter. They had precious little time each day to explore and 
marvel over the equipment they had thought they'd never see again. 

On this day, Ishibashi did as he always did. He shuffled to the ship as quickly 
as possible, with Sato and Ito right behind, and he climbed the iron ladder up 
the side. Because the ship's bottom wasn't flat, everything tilted to one side, but 
Ishibashi didn't mind. He was old, but he was nimble, and after the first couple of 
days, he found footholds and handholds all around to allow him to look at 
everything. 


As Ishibashi disappeared inside the hold, Sato and Ito climbed the ladder. 
Sato was the slowest and weakest, so he stopped at the top and looked around 
the island while catching his breath. 

On the barren beach, a new shipwreck caught his eye. It appeared to be part 
of a fishing boat, but the storm had ripped it to shreds. Sato put a hand above his 
eyes to shield the weak sunlight that managed to come through the clouds. His 
eyesight wasn't very good anymore. He saw what looked like a sack of goods 
farther down the shoreline. They would have to pick it up before the storm took 
it again—perhaps there was something exciting in it from the other world. Sato 
didn't see any people, but he didn't expect to. Most shipwrecks lost their 
passengers well before they reached the shore. 

Carefully he climbed into the ship, and for the next while the old men 
examined the contents and tinkered with the machines, trying to dry out their 
waterlogged guts to see if they would work again. If only they had more time! If 
only the storm wouldn't drench everything again, day after day! 

Instinctively, when the sky darkened and the wind picked up, the three 
reluctantly climbed back out of the ship and made their way carefully down the 
ladder to the ground. Sato told the others about the new shipwreck, and all three 
went to look it over before going back to the shelter. 

"Another fishing boat,” Ishibashi said to the others in their language. He 
picked up a jagged plank and tossed it aside, then pushed on the chunk of the 
hull that sat on the rocky ground to see how heavy it was—it might make a good 
container for plants. But it was too bulky to carry with so little time left today. If 
the storm didn't devour it, he would go back for it tomorrow. 

Sato walked farther down the shoreline to the sack of goods. But when he 
reached it, he gave a shout. He knelt next to it and turned it over as the other 
two scientists hurried toward him. It was a young man, all curled up, covered in a 
paste of wet sand. The waves licked at him. 

When the others reached him, Sato looked up, his expression deeply 
troubled. He spoke rapidly to the others. 

Ishibashi reached down to feel the boy's pulse. He shook his head. The young 
man was cold and unresponsive. He was most certainly dead. 

Sato spoke more firmly, and began dragging the boy toward the shelter. Ito 
and Ishibashi helped, moving as fast as their old legs could go, with Ishibashi and 
Sato arguing the whole way. Ishibashi did not want to take the body of this dead 
stranger into their living quarters. But Sato won out. 


As thunder rumbled and a sudden blanket of rain poured down on them, the 
scientists maneuvered themselves into the shelter and pulled the body inside the 
main room. Sato took one look at the victim and gasped. The rain had washed 
the caked sand from the young man’s face. And while bruises were evident, the 
young man was clearly recognizable. 

"Alex-san!" Ishibashi cried. "No!" Wildly Ishibashi, Sato, and Ito scrambled to 
resuscitate their dear friend who had been so kind to them. How did he end up 
here? Had the enormous flying cheetah dropped him on the rocks to die? 

Sato and Ito pounded on the young man’s chest, and as Ishibashi watched in 
horror, he grew more desperate the longer their friend did not respond. He 
gripped his hat and wrenched his clothes and begged for life to return to the 
leader of Artimé, but nothing was working. 

Finally Sato shouted to Ishibashi in a voice that sounded like a command. 
Ishibashi cringed. He nodded, and with a heart full of anguish, he ran to the 
greenhouse, ripped open the container of glowing blue seaweed, and took the 
tiniest pinch. He raced back to the others and knelt down. 

Ishibashi looked at the glowing seaweed between his finger and thumb. He 
closed his eyes, his heart ripping apart. What he was about to do went against 
everything he believed. Everything. Yet... 

"Please forgive me, Alex-san," Ishibashi whispered. With that, he plunged the 
seaweed into Aaron's mouth, massaging it between his cheek and gums for 
several seconds. When there was nothing left to do, he slowly backed away. Sato 
and Ito stopped their reviving techniques and sat back too, their worried eyes 
darting from the young man’s face to his chest, searching for any sign of life. 





Broken Souls 


Three islands away, Alex joined Lani on the ice-covered lawn. And as she 


chanted the words from a thin spell book that would remove Gondoleery’s grip 
on the island, the sharp pain in Alex's side snapped and disappeared, and the 
broken half of Alex's soul that had hovered outside him for days took flight. Alex 
clapped a hand to his ribs and gasped. In an instant, as the rest of the islanders 
watched a different show orchestrated by Lani, Alex could only see the one that 
was happening inside himself. 

"He's alive," he whispered, clutching his side while the world changed 
beneath his feet. 

The ice disappeared, and the grass and flowers sprouted up once more. The 
pirate ship and Claire's speedboat were set free from the frozen stretch of sea, 
and in the distance, Alex could see the flash of a faux diamond—studded spike 
slicing the air, followed by Spike Furious herself, jumping and splashing in 
shallow water again. 

"Yes!" Lani cried, turning to him. "We did it, Al!" She hugged Alex as the 
people of Artimé cheered and ran to the lawn to celebrate. “Artimé is alive 
again!" 

But Alex hardly noticed what was going on around him. Strange thoughts 
appeared in his head and churned through his mind. He's alive. He stumbled away 
from Lani's grasp, a dazed look on his face. Lani watched him quizzically as he 
stripped off his robe and thrust it at her. 

“Here,” he said in an odd voice. “I... | need you to take care of things. My 
sisters, and Artimé, and everything. Just for a while. Something's happened, you 


see, and I . . .” He searched the crowd, looking for someone, and finally he found 
her. "I've got to... 

Lani grabbed his shirt, forcing his attention back to her. “Alex, what in the 
world are you doing?” 

Finally he looked into Lani's eyes. “I've got to go,” he said simply. 

And before his stunned friend could reply, Alex ran to Sky's side, took her 
hand, and spoke earnestly into her ear. Her eyes grew wide. And then she 
nodded. Alex kissed her cheek and darted off alone, almost completely 
unnoticed by the rejoicing Artiméans. He veered off the lawn to the shore, and 
continued toward the lagoon. And once he arrived at the spot where platyprots 
often perched, he splashed through the water, dove, then surfaced and climbed 
into the gleaming white boat named Claire. 

He stood at the controls, and at his command, the magical boat roared to life. 
Alex swung it around, pointed it to the east, and without a single look back at 
the land and people he loved, he set out, full speed ahead, in search of the 
broken half of his soul. 
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A Momentary Lapse of Judgment 


Mex Stowe, head mage of Artimé, stood alone at the helm of the magical 
white boat called Claire, speeding eastward over the waves. The island, his 
friends, and all the people who were gathered on the glorious green lawn 
grew smaller and smaller behind him. He didn't know where he was going. 
He only knew that his identical twin brother, Aaron, was out there 
somewhere. In trouble, definitely, but alive—Alex could feel the life in his 
own broken soul. 

He also knew that there was no one else in the world who would rescue 
Aaron. 

Not that Quills high priest deserved rescuing, especially by the head 
mage of Artimé, after everything Aaron had done to hurt him and his 
people. And even though Aaron wasn't technically responsible for either of 
Quills organized attacks on Artimé, he had killed Mr. Today. An 
unforgiveable offense. Yet the invisible bond between the brothers was 
ridiculously stubborn, and it wouldn't let go of Alex, no matter what Aaron 
did. It was wrong and maddening, but it seemed they were irrevocably tied 
together. And thus, here he was. 

With nothing but open sea before him, Alex closed his tired eyes as he 
traversed the waves, letting the cool breeze wash over his face and flutter at 
his shirt collar. He hadn't been alone like this in ages. Neither Spike, the 
intuitive whale of Alex's own creation, nor Simber, the winged-cheetah 
statue who protected Artimé, had noticed his impulsive departure, so he 
remained gloriously alone and vulnerable. It was exhilarating. Feeling 


rejuvenated from the weariness of battle and grief of the past weeks, Alex 
filled his lungs with fresh air. 

He opened his eyes. The gentle swells of deepest blue seemed to stretch 
out forever before him. So serene and peaceful—he loved the sea. 

Now and then a spear of doubt over his sudden departure pierced his 
conscience, though he tried to ignore it. His intense premonition that his 
brother had been so near death and was now most certainly alive had 
clouded his judgment. It felt like a second chance . . . but a second chance 
at what? 

He rubbed his side where the pain had been. His premonition was more 
than magical—it was physical. Something much deeper than magic could 
ever be. What was Alex supposed to do, ignore it? It seemed irreverent to 
do so. 

Granted, he knew this was an impulsive move. It was the kind of move 
Alex rarely made these days. And it might cause problems in the near future, 
with the looming presence of Gondoleery Rattrapp growing larger and 
remaining completely unpredictable. 

Alex's actions might even be considered reckless by some. After all, he 
and Lani had just managed to rid the entire island—Quill included—of the 
ice spell Gondoleery had cast upon the land. And even though Liam Healy 
had reported that Gondoleery’s palace takeover was spur of the moment, no 
one really knew what she had up her singed little sleeve, or when she'd 
attack next. 

Alex's mad dash to rescue Aaron had more immediate problems as well, 
which he realized as he looked around the boat. He'd brought no food. No 
water. If this was to be a rescue trip, Alex was sorely unprepared. It might 
take days or weeks to find Aaron. What was Alex supposed to do? He 
couldn't stop for provisions at the nearest island to the east, since it was a 
jutting cylinder of sheer rock that looked completely unconquerable and 
inaccessible. And paying a visit to the carnivorous-gorilla island beyond it 
was not something Alex would ever do if he had even an ounce of life left in 
him—that place meant certain death to anyone who landed on its shores. 
He couldn't get the image of the saber-toothed silverback attacking the pig 
out of his mind. 

Alex paled. What if Aaron was on that island? If so, he must have found a 
place to hide, at least temporarily. He'd know in his soul soon enough if 


Aaron got killed. He was quite sure of that. 

Alex searched his robe pockets, disappointment growing at his 
inadequate provisions. There was nothing there that could help him take 
down a monstrous fanged gorilla, other than a smattering of nonlethal spell 
component options. He had no idea if the spells would work on such a 
creature. These same spells had done nothing to stop the horrible eel that 
had plagued them on their previous journey. 

Now that Alex had spent a few minutes really thinking about the 
consequences of his actions, he realized that he was more like someone in 
need of rescue than someone who was setting out to help another. 

"What am I doing?" he muttered. 

He slowed the boat and glanced over his shoulder. He could no longer 
tell who stood at the shore watching him go, only that there was a large 
group of people gathered there—scores of Unwanteds, but also abandoned 
Warbler children and mistreated Necessaries from Quill who had all found 
acceptance and protection in Artimé. They were people and creatures who 
had come to trust in Alex and rely on him to protect them. They were loyal, 
and they'd fought valiantly and tirelessly as thirty of their friends and loved 
ones, including Alex's best friend, Meghan, had fallen in the ferocious battle 
with General Blair and his Quillitary. They were resilient, and they'd 
withstood Gondoleery Rattrapp’s ice spell. But they were most certainly in 
for more trouble from the new high priest and dictator of Quill. 

Alex looked within himself. What kind of leader and protector would 
willingly and selfishly leave his faithful followers at a time like this? The 
head mage of Artimé should have one goal—to protect his people. And 
Alex was doing the exact opposite, leaving them horrendously in danger 
while he went out on a lark to save somebody whom nobody else wanted to 
save. 

As the truth set in, Alex released a heavy sigh. He'd lost his mind, or at 
the very least he'd had a severe lapse in judgment. Aaron Stowe, former 
high priest of Quill, enemy of Artimé, wasn't worth it. 

Aaron wasn't truly worth anything. 

And it was high time Alex let go of him. Forever. 

With new resolve, Alex took one more look at the sparkling sea, then 
swung the boat around and headed home. 





Clinging to Life 


Inside the rock shelter on the Island of Shipwrecks, the afternoon air was 
heavy with moisture, which was almost too thick to breathe for someone 
who'd lived all but the past several days of his life in a desert. Outside the 
thunder crashed and the wind howled. Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato kept watch 
over their unconscious visitor. There was little else they could do now but 
wait. 

Aaron's eyes remained closed, his breath labored, his body feverish and 
broken, and his mind trying to make sense of the strange environment. 
Over and over he dreamed about a rare day when he was ten. Water poured 
from the sky as he and Alex did chores in the backyard. It was the day 
Aaron drew with a chicken bone in the mud, and Alex took the blame for it. 

Because of Aaron's altered state, the dream turned in a dozen odd 
directions, repeating incessantly. His brother's face was replaced by the 
High Priest Justine's. His father became Gondoleery Rattrapp. And the 
bone turned into Panthers tail. He could even hear Panther’s scream 
alongside the thundering of the giant rock's voice. 


As the dream raced through Aaron's head, he tried again and again to 
rouse himself, but he was paralyzed, unable to move at all. When the 
panther appeared and raced toward the boys, fangs dripping, Alex jumped 
in front of Aaron. Aaron watched in horror as the panther tore Alex apart. 
And then their father came outside and mistook Aaron for Alex. 

“Oh good!" said Mr. Stowe. “Aaron's dead. I guess you were the good son 
all along, Alex,” he said to Aaron. “Aaron got what he deserved. I'm glad he's 
gone. Now you can be the Wanted son.” 

In the dream, Aaron was tired of pretending and tried to explain. “I'm not 
Alex! I'm Aaron!" he cried again and again. 

But his father only laughed. “Your lies won't work on me anymore, Alex. 
Stop covering for your awful brother, and accept that you are the only son 
we want.” 

No matter how many times the dream played out, it always ended in 
confusion, with Aaron desperate to explain the truth. But no one would 
listen. 

On the cool damp floor of the shelter, Aaron's body lay still, but inside 
his mind he was struggling and fighting, kicking and shoving, trying to pull 
himself out of the fog and nightmares that enveloped him. 

He was not successful. 
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An Unsettling Feeling 


Alex was a little embarrassed driving the boat back to the lagoon. His 
friends saw him coming and gathered to wait under the tree where the 
platyprots often perched. Lani held the robe he'd shoved at her, folded 
neatly and draped over one arm. Samheed, at her side, had a smirk on his 
face so exaggerated that Alex could see it from the boat. Simber lounged in 
the shade on the beach, casually nibbling at a claw and pointedly not 
looking at Alex, while Spike swam nearby and trumpeted water from her 
blowhole as he waded back to shore. 

Sky stood with arms crossed, a teasing sort of smile on her face, which 
made Alex blush all the more. It was clear they all had heard by now what 
he'd set out to do. And he knew he wasn't going to hear the end of it. 

Automatically he looked for Meghan—she'd stand up for him. But then 
he remembered, and her death ripped Alex's heart in two again. Would it 
get easier? Would he ever get used to her absence? Or would he have to live 
with this ache every single day for the rest of his life? 

He swallowed hard, hesitating in the shallow water, and then forged 
ahead toward his friends. 

When he reached land, Sky met him on the beach and fell into step with 
him, linking her arm in his. “Is everything running as it should?" 

Alex shot her a puzzled look. “Huh?” 

"The boat's working all right?" she asked, a little too innocently. “No 
damage from the ice?” 

A hint of a smile twitched at the corner of Alex's lips. “Oh. Right. No 
damage,” he said. “Glad we got that checked out. What's next on the list?” 
He cleared his throat and dared not look at Samheed. 


Lani pushed her long black hair over one shoulder and held the robe out 
to him, her piercing orange eyes dancing with glee. She didn't say anything. 

Alex slipped his arms through the holes. “Thanks for keeping it dry while 
I, ah, checked on the boat,” he said, fastening it at his neck. Maybe they 
were going to let him off easy. 

But then Samheed let out a snort. 

Alex looked at him. “Shut it, Sam," he muttered in an attempt to remain 
perfectly straight-faced. “Don't start with me.” 

"Seriously, Al," Samheed said. “What exactly did you think you were 
going to accomplish? Stupid move. When will you finally realize that Aaron 
isn't worth it? You are such a—" 

Alex lunged at Samheed, plowing into him and throwing him off 
balance. As Samheed stumbled, he grabbed Alex by his shoulders and 
shoved him to the lawn, where they rolled around, arguing and gasping and 
laughing at the same time. Platyprots and rabbitkeys scattered, giving the 
boys a wide berth. They took up a lot more space now than they had a few 
years ago, when they'd had their first tussle in Artimé. 

Lani looked at them with disdain, and then she and Sky turned to 
Simber, who was lumbering to his feet and shaking his head ever so slightly. 
Together the three of them left the boys on the lawn and strolled to the 
mansion for dinner. 


DYKK 


"Of course you're right,” Alex admitted to Samheed about ten minutes later. 
The two lay on their backs on the lawn, chests heaving from the fight. "I'm 
ready to give up on Aaron now." It felt okay to say, which gave Alex a bit of 
comfort. He pushed himself up on one elbow. “And thanks to Gondoleery, 
we have plenty of other things to think about." 

"I think she's a little nuts the way she was talking and cackling after the 
battle," Samheed said, staring at the sky. “Which is even more scary than 
dealing with a somewhat sane dictator like Aaron. Gondoleery's 
unpredictable. Any idea what she's going to do next?” 

"No." Something about the question bothered Alex, but he couldn't quite 
put his finger on it. “I'm planning to see what we can find out about her from 


Liam. Maybe tomorrow. Did Lani melt the ice in Quill, too, or just in 
Artimé?” 

"Its gone everywhere.” 

"So Gondoleery knows we did it," Alex said. 

"I would assume so, you dolt. She's not stupid.” 

Alex laughed and elbowed Samheed hard in the ribs. “Shut it.” 

“Ow! All right," Samheed said. “This time. Only because I'm exhausted. 
I'm still sore from the battle, you know." 

"Yet you still managed to pin me. Like always.” 

"I have my pride.” 

"Yes, you do.” Alex yawned. “You know what would be nice?" 

"What?" 

"If we didn't have to constantly worry about being attacked.” 

"Yes, that would be nice,” Samheed agreed. "Maybe someday.” 

Alex frowned. It seemed endless. And it was unsettling and exhausting 
not knowing what was going to happen next. It felt like all they did these 
days was fend off attackers. 

After a while Alex and Samheed got to their feet and limped into the 
mansion. It had been a long few weeks with little sleep. And after being 
away for so long, it was nice to be home and have a chance to explore more 
of the many secrets left behind by Mr. Today. Alex was glad he'd come to 
his senses and turned back home. 


DYKK 


After dinner Alex stopped in the hospital ward to check on the injured. 
Henry Haluki was there, administering medicine as usual. He seemed busy, 
so Alex didn't want to disturb him too much. But he knew how tirelessly 
Henry worked, and he was worried about him. 

"You don't have to do it all, you know,” Alex said gently. “Get some 
sleep.” 

Henry kept his head down. “I will when I'm done here.” 

Alex watched him work for a moment, but the boy didn't look up. “Are 
you okay, Henry?” 

Henry paused, then nodded. “I'll be okay.” He looked up, finally. 
“Thanks.” 


"Sure," Alex said. “Let me know if you need anything. Or if you just want 
to talk. I know this is hard.” Alex waved his hand, indicating the injured 
among them. 

"Its not hard seeing the ones who are improving,” Henry said. “It's the 
other ones . . ." He dropped his eyes once more and continued his work. 

Alex smiled grimly. He understood. Or at least he thought he did. But 
Henry gave nothing else away, and Alex respected the younger boy's need 
for privacy. Still, Henry's mood seemed off. "The offer stands," Alex said. 
"I'm always here for you.” 

Henry nodded, then began counting aloud the number of drops he was 
putting into a small vial. “Six, seven, eight...” 

Alex pursed his lips, then turned and quietly walked away. He remained 
thoughtful the rest of the evening. But with his mind turning back to 
Gondoleery and the issue at hand, he soon forgot about Henry. 
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Taking Care of Business 


When Alex woke up the next morning, he was desperately trying to hang on 
to a thought that had burrowed around in his mind for a good part of the 
night. It concerned Gondoleery and the conversation he'd had with 
Samheed the previous afternoon, about wondering what she would do to 
them next. 

Hasn't Gondoleery already done enough? He stared at the wall, cocooned inside 
his luxurious bedding, which he'd missed so much on the ship. “Maybe 
we're doing this wrong,” he said, his voice rough with sleep. He thought 
some more, and after a time, sat up rather quickly. 

Taking a notepad and pen from his bedside table, he began scribbling. A 
minute later he paused and looked up at his blackboard. “Clive?” he called. 

Clive's face pushed out. “Yes, m'mage?” 

Alex closed his eyes and expelled a breath. He tolerated Clive's attitude, 
which had gotten better ever since Alex had given Clive more 
responsibility. Threatening to assign the important jobs to Samheed's 
blackboard, Stuart, seemed to work well too. But Clive still liked to give a 
smug greeting now and then, especially when Alex had been away for any 
length of time. 

"Really?" Alex asked. “Must you? It's getting tedious.” 

"I assumed you missed my charming personality,” Clive said. 

“Oh, but of course.” 

Clive nodded serenely. “Continue, your excellence." 

"Clive," Alex said, “I want you to assemble a meeting in my office for 
tomorrow evening after dinner. These advisors, please: Simber, Florence, 


Ms. Octavia, Claire, and Samheed and Lani and Carina and Sean—" 

"Whoa, hang on," Clive said. “Not all of them can access the secret 
hallway.” 

"They can now—they just need to go through the 3-D door I made. Lani 
has it. Have the ones who need to use it connect with her.” He thought for 
a moment. “Invite Sky, too. She has great ideas.” 

“You got it, your imperial majesty.” 

"Knock it off," Alex said. “Also, can you arrange for Liam Healy to meet 
me on the lawn in an hour?” 

Clive blinked. “I'm sorry. Who?" 

Alex crinkled up his nose. “Drat. Don't you have him in your . . . system, 
or whatever you call it?” 

"No." Clive frowned. “Is he new? One moment. My assistant is going to 
be in big trouble for this... .” 

"You have an assistant?” Alex asked. 

But Clive had disappeared. Alex watched the black screen with curiosity. 
Soon Clive pushed his face out of the blackboard once more. “All set. Mr. 
Healy has been located and a blackboard personality assigned to him. | 
imagine he'll be quite shocked to hear from it. I almost wish it were me... . 
It's such fun the first time. But then, well, you never know what sort of 
chump you'll end up with. .. ." 

Alex ignored him. “So he'll meet me on the lawn in an hour? Near the 
fountain, please.” 

"We'll relay the message,” Clive said. “Anything else?” 

"The babies . . ." Alex tapped his chin. “I suppose I should visit them like 
Florence wants me to. Where might they be?” 

"I don't know. They don't have a blackboard. I'm not sure where they 
keep things like that.” 

"What, extra blackboards? I hardly think they need one yet." 

“No, I meant babies.” 

“Oh. Don't worry," Alex said. "I'll ask Florence. I didn't see them in the 
hospital ward.” 

"If I hear anything about their location, I'll let you know, of course.” 

"Thanks, Clive. That's it for now." 


Clive melted into the screen. 


Alex got dressed, ordered breakfast up to his room through the tube, and 
started back to work on a plan. 

After three quarters of an hour, he made his way downstairs and outside. 
It was a beautiful morning, and many Artiméans were taking advantage of 
the lawn actually being pleasant to sit upon once more, now that the ice 
was gone. The fountain bubbled merrily, perhaps even more enthusiastically 
than usual, for the water in it had been frozen under Gondoleery’s ice spell 
too. 

Liam wasn't there yet, so Alex swung by the border between Artimé and 
Quill, where the three girrinos stood quite a distance apart, trying to do 
their job of protecting the entrance to Artimé. Now that the wall was down 
everywhere, they had quite an expanse to cover. 

There were others stationed along the border as well. The ostrich statue 
and the tiki statue were among them, as well as Jim the winged tortoise, 
who rose and fell with the flap of his wings between five and ten feet off the 
ground. The ostrich stood on one foot, looking quite bothered by anything 
and everything. 

“Summon Simber, Florence, and me immediately if you suspect any sort 
of invasion,” Alex said to each of the creatures and statues as he walked the 
border. “Gondoleery is not finished with us yet.” He asked them if they 
needed anything and, finally, praised them and thanked them for their 
work. 

When he was finished, he circled back and headed to the center of the 
lawn, where he saw an anxious-looking Liam Healy, clad in sporty new 
Artiméan clothing. His sleeves were quite a bit too long and needed 
hemming, and he used one of them like a handkerchief to mop the sweat off 
his forehead. 

"Liam," Alex called out. He moved forward and held out his hand in 
greeting, and Liam sort of bowed over it while shaking it at the same time. 

"Hello, High Prie—I mean, your honor. Ah, sir? I'm sorry. What am I to 
call you?” 

“How about Alex?" 

“Oh. Well,” Liam said with a nervous laugh. “Alex. How easy.” 

"That's the way we like it here,” Alex said. He could see the man’s hands 
trembling and wished he knew how to put him at ease. And then he 


thought of common ground that might help. “By the way, do you happen to 
know where the babies are? I'm not sure where we keep them.” 

Liam looked startled. “Keep them? They're not supplies, you know. 
Loaves of bread or extra linens or whatnot.” He tittered nervously, 
forgetting himself for a moment. “They're not likely to be in a box 
somewhere, I hope.” 

"Of course not,” Alex said warmly. 

Liam clamped his mouth shut. “I mean, ah .. ." He paled. “I spent several 
days with them, sir, so I feel quite defensive of them. I apologize for 
speaking out of turn.” 

"Not at all," Alex said. “You're absolutely right. It's a bit demeaning the 
way I've been talking about them, isn't it—I've only just realized it, thanks 
to you. Let me rephrase: Do you happen to know where my sisters are at 
the moment?” That he had sisters at all still felt very strange. 

“I—I believe the theater instructor is watching them today, along with an 
orange-eyed fellow. In the, ah, the theater, that is.” 

"Shall we go visit them together and have a chat along the way?” 

Liam let out a breath. “Yes, I think so. That would be nice.” 

Alex gave Liam a friendly slap on his shoulder. 

"Oh!" Liam exclaimed, startled by it. 

"Sorry," said Alex. 

"My fault,” said Liam. 

Both of them knew it wasn't Liam's fault, but Alex decided to let it go or 
risk the conversation heading into an even more awkward direction. 

"Well, then,” Alex said. “Let's go.” 

They set off. Liam seemed to calm down after a bit. Alex wondered if he 
had always been such a nervous person, or if it was just the vast change in 
environment that had him feeling edgy. Time would tell. 

"So," Alex began, “tell me everything you know about Gondoleery. 
Whatever you can think of. Even if you've mentioned it before.” 

In fits and starts, Liam described what little he knew of her, beginning 
with the time they served together as Restorers for Aaron. He told of her 
lengthy disappearances and her strangely glowing house, her more recently 
singed eyebrows and fingertips, and her sudden takeover of the palace once 


she learned that Aaron had been abducted. 


"I see," said Alex as they approached the mansion. He paused before 
entering. "Do you think Gondoleery has the people of Quill behind her?” 

Liam pondered the question. “I don't know," he said. “And like I told you 
when I first arrived, I don't think she is prepared to take over Artimé. Not 
yet, anyway. High Priest Aaron's disappearance was unexpected, and it 
caught her off guard. But I believe she is scheming, and she won't waste 
time.” 

"What about the other governor? Strang, is it?” 

Liam scowled. “Strang is completely inept. He has no passion for 
anything, one way or another. | don't think he cares for Gondoleery. He 
only spent time with her rallying the people because he had to.” 

"Rallying them for what, exactly?" 

"Oh, getting them ready to fight Artimé. Same old thing.” 

"But they're not ready? The people?” 

“Heavens no. They are dead inside, as I once was. It'll take a miracle to 
rouse them. Only Aaron had a special touch with them when he wanted 
something, what with offering them extra fruits and vegetables and such. 
Incentives, I think he called them. He was very clever that way." 

Alex set his jaw and nodded. “Well, I see their lack of enthusiasm as good 
news. Thanks.” He opened the mansion door and ushered Liam inside. “To 
the tubes,” he said. “Let's go visit those adorable babies." He tried not to 
cringe. But spending time with a couple of smelly one-year-olds was pretty 
much the last thing he wanted to do. 





Tiny Personalities 


The theater was awash in sound and light. Onstage was an entire ensemble 
of actors and singers, warming up their voices to rehearse the new musical. 
In the orchestra pit in front of the stage sat the musicians, tuning their 
instruments to accompany them. 

Observing from the seats were various student directors and crew. Alex 
spotted Samheed, who was trying his hand at directing. He was furiously 
scribbling notes, and Alex knew better than to distract him. 

There were a few curious onlookers in the seats as well, including Fox 
and Kitten—musicians of a different kind, though they kept to the lounge 
for that. They bounced with anticipation for the dress rehearsal to begin. 

Several adults and statues moved about the aisles and backstage, 
multitasking like crazy. Some used magic to adjust the lighting; others tried 
spells to coax a stuck curtain into opening and closing properly. Captain 
Ahab stumped across the stage once, grumbling under his breath, just like 
old times. 

Watching it all from the back of the theater, Alex couldn't help but smile, 
remembering the shows he'd been a part of. He'd have to see about 
reprising his role in Perseus! Perseus!) one day. Maybe the next time Lani 
wouldn't break him into tiny bits. 

Beside Alex, Liam was a bit jumpy because of the noise, but he was 
handling it. He was eager to see the twin girls, and it was he who spotted 
them first. He nudged Alex and pointed them out, toddling near the front 
row. Sky's younger brother, Crow, sat on the floor watching them as the 


theater instructor, Sigfried Appleblossom, spoke to some actors. Mr. Today's 
daughter, Claire Morning, instructed the musicians and singers. 

Alex glanced at Liam, whose eyes landed on Ms. Morning. Liam was 
clearly in love with her, and apparently had been since they were children. 
Everybody knew it but nobody talked about it, because Liam had blown his 
chance at reuniting with her. His terrible decisions as a Restorer would 
likely haunt him for life. And while Claire had been kind enough to allow 
Liam the safety of remaining in Artimé, at least for the time being, she had 
made it painfully obvious that there would be no love reciprocated. 

When Liam noticed Alex looking at him, he dropped his gaze. Alex 
shrugged. He didn't feel sorry for the man. Not much, anyway. He was an 
adult, and he'd made his own decisions. But Alex was glad Liam was making 
such great strides in reforming his ways. 

The two made their way down the aisle toward the stage. Crow saw 
them coming, chased after the twins, and scooped them up. They giggled 
and kicked their feet as Crow held them and began moving up the aisle 
toward Alex. 

Their features were just as identical as Alex and Aaron's. The boys 
resembled their fair-skinned, dark-haired father, but the girls had the 
sharper features and deeper complexion of their mother. Alex hadn't noticed 
it before, but now he couldn't help but see his mother's face in the angle of 
their jaws, the tight spring curls in their dark brown hair, and the most 
unusual trait—their eyes. Alex had known only one person in all his life 
with true, jet-black irises, and that was his mother. The girls had inherited 
those. But while Mrs. Stowe's eyes had looked tired and dead, the girls’ 
looked alive and full of mischief. 

It took Alex aback for a moment—a disturbing reminder of the death of 
his parents from the crashing wall in Quill. He was so far removed from 
them since the Purge, yet their deaths had brought them screaming to the 
forefront of his mind. He didn't feel sad about them, and that bothered him 
somewhat. Maybe he was still numb from Meghan. How much grief could a 
person hold at one time? He took a deep breath to clear the thought from 
his mind and studied his sisters, gathered up in Crow’s arms. 

The one in purple held a smashed jam sandwich in one fist, and she wore 
most of the jam on her cheeks. In her other hand she held a tiny wind 


instrument that Alex recognized as a quarter-size fife. In between bites she 
blew into it. 

The one in red pounded on Crow's chest, trying desperately to get down 
and back to the business of toppling piles of books, which Crow had been 
stacking up for her. Her determination now got the better of Crow, and 
after one especially well-placed jab to the throat, he let her down. She 
shrieked with joy at her freedom and quite adorably tottered to the pile of 
books and knocked them over. 

From the stage, Mr. Appleblossom noticed the visitors. He called for a 
break and headed down the steps toward them as Alex greeted Crow. 

"Hi, Alex,” Crow said. He hoisted the girl in purple higher on his hip. 
“How’'ve you been?” 

"Not as busy as you appear to be.” He leaned forward to align his face 
with his sister's as she sat contentedly in Crow's arms. She looked back at 
Alex, her face innocent and sticky as could be. It wasn't quite as awkward 
talking to her now as it was last time. “What have you got there?” Alex said. 
“Huckleberry jam?" 

"Its fig," Crow said. "She can't get enough of it. She knows her way to 
the kitchen from almost anywhere in the mansion.” 

"Oh my. Already?" Alex said with a grin. “Just wait until she learns how 
to travel the tubes.” 

Mr. Appleblossom reached the group. “Greetings one and all," he said 
pleasantly, and crouched to pile up the books for the twin in red. When he 
was finished, he turned to Alex. “It's good to see you. These nameless girls 
must learn that you're their kin.” He straightened up and smiled as the one 
in red tugged at his trouser leg. “I'm not sure Red and Purple suit them well. 
Perhaps you've come to dub them Sage and Flynn? Or Amelie, or Eleanore, 
or Quinn?” 

Alex grinned and shook his head in admiration. “I should have come here 
before—of course you'd have lots of names to offer. What do you think? 
The one in red seems . . . bookish. And dramatic. And this one, with the fig 
jam all over her face," he said, looking at her almost fondly, “she needs a 
musical name, don't you think? What with that grip on the fife?” Hesitantly 
he tickled her tummy. She didn't seem to notice, and Alex gave a sheepish 
laugh and pulled his hand away. 


“Do you want the names to start with the same letter?” Crow asked. “Like 
you and Aaron?” 

"Hm," said Alex. "I think maybe not. Let's see what suits them. Mr. 
Appleblossom, what other literary names do you like from your plays and 
stories? Any tragic heroines or secret queens or spectacular fighters we can 
name this one after?” 

Mr. Appleblossom looked at the girl in red and tapped his chin 
thoughtfully. 

"No hurry," Alex said. “I imagine it takes time to find just the right name.” 
He glanced at the orchestra pit, where Ms. Morning was straightening her 
papers. 

Crow followed Alex's gaze. “Hey,” he said, “maybe Ms. Morning can help 
with a musical name for the purple twin.” 

"Great idea,” said Alex. The thought of having to name them had been 
weighing on him, and he just wanted to be done with it. Did it really matter 
what somebody's name was? Why not just call them Red and Purple? He 
didn't care all that much. 

Alex waved to get Claire's attention and motioned for her to join them. 

Ms. Morning, who had given her students a break at the same time as 
Mr. Appleblossom, came over to see what the discussion was about. “Good 
morning,” she said. She didn't look at Liam, who had shrunk back slightly 
and pretended to be fascinated by the workings of the aisle seat next to 
him. 

Alex explained his idea for naming the twins. 

"I've never named a person before,” Claire said. “I'm not sure I have a gift 
for it, but I'll try.” She studied the one in purple. "Hm. This might be too 
easy. Clearly she's a fifer. | mean, it's simple, but what do you think of that?” 

"Think of what?" asked Alex, confused. 

"Fifer," said Claire. “It makes a beautiful name, and I don't know anyone 
with it. She'd be unique.” 

“Fifer?” Alex asked. He thought about it. “I like it. What do you think?” 
he said to the girl in Crow's arms. “Fifer. Shall we call you that?” 

The girl held the figgy crust of her sandwich out to Alex. “Da!” she said, 
and blew into the fife. A shrill note came out. 

Alex looked at Claire. “Either you've got beginner's luck, or you're 
secretly talented at naming children and just discovering it now. | think it's 


decided." He reached out hesitantly for his sister, and the girl leaned 
forward into his arms like she'd been waiting for him to take her. He held 
her, a little cautiously at first, and bounced her gently on his hip. “There, 
little Fifer Stowe. Do you like your name?" 

She bonked him on the head with the fife, then slapped her sticky little 
hand to his mouth. 

Alex licked his lips. “Mm, tasty," he said. “A bit warmer than how | 
normally take my jam, but I like it.” He looked at Crow. “What do you 
think? Does Fifer suit her?” 

Crow's face was more animated than Alex had ever seen it before. “I 
think it does!" he exclaimed. "And . . . maybe we can call her Fig for short?" 

"I love it," said Alex. It was nice to see Crow feeling so comfortable 
without Henry at his side. Perhaps he had found his niche with caring for 
the little ones. "Fifer Stowe, and Fig for short.” Alex looked at Mr. 
Appleblossom. “And what about the other Miss Stowe? Nothing's coming to 
me at all for her, I'm afraid. Have | given you enough time to think?” 

Fifers twin rubbed her eye with her fist. She looked tired and sweet and 
full of goodness. Then she reached her pudgy hand in the air whimsically, 
grabbed Mr. Appleblossom’'s hair, and wrenched his head to the side. 

The theater instructor cried out in surprise and pain. When he'd 
managed to release his hair from the girl's grasp, he spoke. "So sweet, yet 
thorny as a rose, you see? Determined, full of life, this one will be.” 

"She seems to be,” said Alex. "Not sure Sweet or Thorny are good names, 
though—she might hate me for either, one day.” He looked at Crow. “Do 
you agree with Mr. Appleblossom’'s description?” 

"Oh, she's definitely sweet and thorny," Crow said. “And determined. 
Fifer is mostly content, but the one in red doesn't stop until she gets what 
she wants.” 

Alex nodded and turned back to the theater instructor. "Do you have a 
Shakespearean name to fit her, Mr. Appleblossom? Or something else, 
maybe?” 

Mr. Appleblossom craned his neck to look at the girl and eyed her 
pinching fingers warily. He studied her while the others looked on, waiting. 

Finally Mr. Appleblossom’'s face lit up. “Forget the Shakespeare names. | 
know of thee!” he cried. "From Ovid, you are clearly"—he bowed with a 


flourish—‘our Thisbe.” 


“Oh yes!" said Claire. "From Pyramus and Thisbe. I remember it. 
Forbidden love, tragedy, death . . . Its absolutely perfect for the dramatic 
one. And the character of Thisbe is so strong-willed, so passionate . . . so 
brave.” She sighed, remembering. 

"Thisbe?” Alex asked, sounding out the two syllables. “Like T-h-i-z-b-e- 
e?" 

"Spell it how you like," Mr. Appleblossom said as the twin in red lunged 
toward Alex, “and read the story.” He tilted his head and said 
conspiratorially, "Inspired Juliet, our brave Thisbe.” 

“Really2" said Alex. “So some guy named Ovid wrote about Pyramus and 
Thisbe, and Shakespeare got inspired to write Romeo and Juliet because of it? 
That's pretty cool. And I don't even want to know how you know all this.” 

Mr. Appleblossom looked ready to rant, but Alex stopped him with a 
grin. "I know, Mr. Appleblossom,” Alex said. “Books. Thank goodness for 
the ones that wash up on our shores or we'd have no stories at all.” 

"We'd have our own,” Claire said quietly. She nodded at the twins. “I 
wonder what their stories will be.” 

Alex smiled. “I wonder too.” He reached out and took Fifers twin in his 
free arm. Almost immediately she laid her head on his shoulder and popped 
her thumb into her mouth. Her lids grew heavy and she relaxed, like she'd 
found a perfect resting place there in the crook of her brother's neck. Alex 
was surprised to feel a wave of emotion come over him. 

Mr. Appleblossom wrote the name on a piece of paper and showed Alex. 

"Thisbe," Alex said, noting the spelling. It sounded smart and important, 
and the more he said it, the more he liked it. "I think it fits her well,” Alex 
said. He looked at Crow. “What do you think?” 

"I like it,” Crow said. "Thisbe and Fifer. Fifer and Thisbe. They sound 
good together.” 

“Better than Red and Purple?” Alex asked. 

Crow laughed. “A lot better.” 

"Its a perfect name for her,” Claire said. “Oh, look, Thisbe's asleep. Just 
like that." 

“And Fig is next,” Crow said. “Look—her sticky cheek is locked in and 
she's down for the count.” He laughed. “They like you, Alex.” 

"Yeah? Do you really think so?" asked Alex. He craned his neck to look 
narrowly at one, then the other. “This feels very weird,” Alex said. He'd 


never held two sleeping toddlers before. He turned slowly toward Liam, 
who had been standing back respectfully, saying nothing, as he was used to 
doing when he'd gone anywhere with Aaron. Or maybe he was just hiding 
from Claire. 

“And what do you think, Liam?” Alex asked. "Do the names fit them? 
You've had more time with them than anyone.” 

"Yes, indeed,” he said in earnest. “If what Mr. Appleblossom says is true 
about the story, the name Thisbe is perfect for the one in red, for she's 
nothing if not filled with intensity and passion. She cries hard, plays hard, 
and sleeps hard. And gentle little Fifer, why, the name suits her well. 
Delicate and sweet. And even her laugh is musical—you'll know her when 
you hear it. That's a promise of her musical future right there.” He faltered, 
and his eyes filled. He turned away, embarrassed. 

"What's wrong?” Alex asked. 

"Nothing. It's just . . . I've never felt so strange,” he said. “So full of hope.” 
He swiped at a tear and regarded the group, trying desperately not to look 
at Claire. “Thank you for letting me stay in Artimé. Getting out of Quill—it 
changes people.” 
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Unfamiliar Territory 


When Aaron Stowe finally opened his eyes in the dark shelter, it took him 
several minutes to figure out that the howling noise he heard wasn't coming 
from any of the jungle creatures. It wasn’t Panther screaming her affection, 
or the rock growling his melancholy loneliness, which Aaron didn't really 
care about. He stared at the ceiling without thinking at all for quite some 
time before any thoughts began to form. 

A few hazy memories floated above his head, and he wasn't sure if they 
were real or if they were dreams: The pirates attacking him in his office and 
dragging him to the fishing boat, throwing him in and leaving him there, 
broken. Then pulling his boat behind their ship for days and the awful 
rocking on the waves. The extreme pain in his shoulder and face was real— 
he was sure of that, for it was still present. And the horrible thirst was real 
too. He swallowed reflexively, finding his throat still sore and parched. And 
his body ached all over. But why? Why had this happened to him? What 
had he done to deserve it? The questions ran through his mind endlessly, 
exhausting him. 

Eventually he became aware of a few things, like the fact that he wasn't 
in a boat anymore. There was a blanket covering him, and he seemed to be 
lying on something soft. With great effort, he slid one hand to the edge of 
the soft bedding and, to his disappointment, felt the cool, rock floor below 
it. He had hoped, however silly it seemed, that he had somehow made it to 
the jungle, where he had come to feel the most comfortable he'd ever been 
with the other misfit, dangerous ones. But this floor was not the jungle floor, 
and this noise was not jungle noise, and these smells weren't jungle smells. 


Too exhausted to pull his arm back under the blanket, Aaron fluttered his 
eyes and closed them. His head listed to one side, and he slept. 
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A New Approach 


The next day in Artimé, Alex sat at his desk in his office, which was once 
known as Mr. Today's office. Some of the older Unwanteds still referred to 
it as such out of habit, and Alex didn't mind. It still looked almost exactly 
like Mr. Today's office since Alex had had little time to do anything to it 
after he'd been forced to step into the role of head mage. 

The one noticeable difference was that the monitors behind the desk no 
longer showed any images of the activities in Quill. Instead they hung 
useless and dark. Alex had puzzled over the strange phenomenon for a 
while when he first noticed it upon returning to Artimé, but it didn't take 
him long to realize that it probably had something to do with the wall 
around Quill coming down. 

Now Alex wished for a bird's-eye view into Quill as a new plan began to 
form in his mind. What were the people of Quill doing? How had they 
handled the ice? Were they afraid of Gondoleery, or did they support her? 
Did they even understand what was happening? 

He considered doing a flyover with Simber, but he didn’t want to 
frighten anyone or make Gondoleery suspicious of anything, for such an act 
could be considered threatening. And while Alex fully intended to threaten 
the high priest of Quill with his new plan, he did not wish to give 
Gondoleery any warning at all. 

He pondered his options for hours, forgetting all about dinner. 
Eventually he heard the Museum of Large's door creak open, accompanied 
by excited chattering in the hall. The first meeting attendees were arriving. 


Alex could hear Lani speaking expertly about where to find things to 
someone who must surely be Sky. 

Alex's stomach twisted at the sound of Sky's voice, which had never fully 
healed from when she wore the thorny necklace of Warbler. He was in love, 
it was true. But he wasn't quite sure how she felt about him. She'd taken a 
step back in their relationship due to his stupidity, but she was slowly 
coming back to being his friend. And they'd come awfully close to a kiss on 
the ship as they returned home from the Island of Shipwrecks, though the 
sight of the help sign on the gorilla island had ruined that moment. If he 
could just keep cool and stop himself from messing things up, there might 
be a kiss in his future. But then Alex sighed, because that would cause old 
problems to resurface, he was sure. 

The two girls entered the room with Sean Ranger right behind them. 
Sean, whose leg was nearly healed, walked on his own with only a magical 
support fashioned by Ms. Octavia, the octogator art instructor, to aid him. 
She was accustomed to fixing limbs of all kinds. And while she couldn't just 
give a human a whole new leg like she could do for Captain Ahab or 
Florence or any other statue, she built this contraption, which allowed Sean 
to walk normally without putting full pressure on his leg. Now it could 
finish healing properly while also giving him the freedom to walk without 
assistance. 

This was the first time all three of them were present at one of Alex's 
office leadership meetings, and they seemed eager and nervous to be there. 

Alex welcomed them in. “Sit anywhere, except not that giant floral sofa 
—that's Florence's spot. And Ms. Octavia prefers one of the small chairs up 
front, because otherwise she can't see.” 

The three looked around. “Your office looks just like the miniature 
version,” Sky said. She had been the one to find the mini mansion in the 
gray shack back when Artimé had disappeared. 

"Why, yes," Alex exclaimed as if it were the most brilliant thing said in 
his lifetime. “It does. Exactly like it.” He perched comfortably on the corner 
of his desk and glanced up at the artwork on the wall. "See there? All those 
crazy dots." He shook his head, remembering how hard it had been to 
figure out what they meant. 

"Do you still remember the words?” Sky asked. 


"All but the fourth one,” Alex said. The two shared a laugh that Lani and 
Sean didn't get, but neither Alex nor Sky offered to explain. 

Others soon arrived. Florence, Simber, Ms. Octavia, Claire, Samheed, 
and Carina could see the entrance to the not-very-secret hallway, so they 
walked in easily. Most found chairs to sit in, and Simber lounged on the 
floor. 

Alex welcomed them all. 

Once everyone was settled, Alex turned first to Sean, Meghan’s older 
brother. "How are you?” he asked. 

Sean gave a small smile. “I'm holding on. I went into Quill and told our 
parents yesterday. Just to let them know." 

Carina glanced over at him and slipped her hand in his, then pulled a 
handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed her eyes with it. She'd lost her 
young husband in the first battle with Quill, and her mother, Eva Fathom, 
not long ago. Of anyone, she could definitely relate to Sean's great loss. 

“How did your parents react?” Alex asked. The numb feeling inside him 
was still there when he thought of his own dead parents. 

"They didn't really react at all. It's just the kind of behavior you'd expect 
from people in Quill," Sean said. "Its maddening, but I shouldn't have 
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thought it would go any differently. 

"I'm sorry.” Alex swallowed hard. “I miss Meg, more than I know how to 
say. It's a loss I don't understand no matter how hard I try.” 

Samheed stared at the floor, eyes full of pain, but he didn't speak. She'd 
died saving him. Lani reached out and rested her arm around his broad 
shoulders. 

"We all miss her,” Lani said. “She was terribly brave. Braver than anyone I 
know.” 

Others murmured or nodded, and a few wiped away tears. Simber 
remained still, head bowed. 

"She died protecting Artimé,” Alex said. After a moment, he sniffed hard 
and cleared his throat, and went on. “I invited you all here because | want to 
make sure we are doing everything we can to continue protecting Artimé.” 

He told them about his conversation with Liam and what little 
information he'd gathered about Gondoleery Rattrapp. "No one seems to 
know much about her," he said. “We need to change that.” He looked at the 


team before him, all smart and competent. “And... I think we're doing 
something wrong.” 

Eyes around the room met Alex's. “What are we doing wrong?” Carina 
asked. 

Alex looked at her. “We're waiting to be attacked again." 

The group was silent, either puzzled or contemplating. 

The head mage hopped off the corner of the desk and elaborated. "Mr. 
Today taught us not to fight unless it's to protect ourselves. And I still 
believe his method is the right one. However, each time after we've been 
attacked, we work on defense so that when the next attack comes, we can 
handle it.” 

“What's wrong with that?” Claire asked, sitting up in her chair. “We should 
keep working on that.” 

"I agree," said Alex, “but that's not the only thing we should be doing. 
High Priest Gondoleery has made her intentions known. She told us clearly 
that she intends to take over Artimé. And she bas attacked us, with ice. Isn't 
that enough? Are we going to wait for her to get stronger and attack us 
again? | don't think this was what Mr. Today had in mind. So let's start with 
this, like we've always said: We will not be taken without a fight. True 
enough? Can we all agree on that?” 

Everyone nodded or voiced their agreement except Claire, whose face 
was concerned, but she continued to listen quietly to see where Alex was 
headed with this. 

"Good," Alex said. “And do we all agree that Gondoleery has attacked us 
with ice, thus starting our next battle already?” 

A few in the group frowned along with Claire, but eventually they 
agreed once more. 

"So," Alex said, “by Mr. Today's method, do we have grounds to 
retaliate?” 

Almost everyone eventually came to the same conclusion. “Yes we do, 
Alex,” Florence said, speaking as the head warrior trainer. 

"I'm not so sure about this," Claire said under her breath. 

Alex didn't hear her. “I agree, Florence,” he said. “I believe it's time to 
switch things up and go on the offensive, friends. And | think we must do it 
now, or we will soon find ourselves mourning dozens and dozens more 


deaths. It's frightening, and I can't stand the thought of it. Frankly, I'm quite 
scared of losing more of you, my friends and advisors.” 

Simber lifted his head. “What exactly do you prrropose we do, Alex?” 

Alex looked around the room and took a deep breath. “I propose we take 
Gondoleery out and end the attacks for good.” 

Claire lifted her head, alarmed. “What?” 

“Do you mean you wish to kill her?” Simber asked. 

Alex hesitated. It sounded horrible to put it that way. They could try 
putting her in a permanent freeze spell. But all it would take was one person 
with magical abilities to release the spell, and that could be any number of 
people—surely Gondoleery had supporters in place by now who could do 
such simple magic as release spells. It was too risky. So Alex stood firm. 
Gondoleery Rattrapp was dangerous, unpredictable, and way more powerful 
than anyone they'd ever come up against. Potentially, she had the power to 
destroy Artimé if she chose to do so. 

Finally, Alex nodded. “Yes, Simber. We need to kill her." 

The room was silent. 

Only Simber spoke. “Well, it's about time.” 





The Plan 


You want to assassinate Gondoleery Rattrapp?” Claire said, shaking her head 
slightly. “That's not going to be an easy task. Do you realize what could 
happen if you fail?” 

Alex had thought plenty about it. “Yes. It means we'd be in deep trouble.” 

“Alex,” Claire said, leaning forward, “Artimé has seen enough trouble in 
the last few years. Gondoleery has power and magic we've never faced 
before. If you attempt this and fail, she's not going to give you a free pass. It 
could mean the end!” 

"The end... of what?” asked Alex, confused. 

"The end of Artimé,” said Claire. "The end of us.” 

Alex, taken aback, was silent for a moment. Then he frowned. “I 
understand your concerns, Claire," he said. “Thank you for voicing them. 
But if we attempt this, we cannot allow ourselves to fail. And if we dont 
attempt it, we also risk losing Artimé. The stronger she gets, the more 
danger our people are in. It's only a matter of time.” He paused for breath, 
then added, softer, “I think we need to take her out as swiftly as possible 
before it's too late to stop her.” 


Claire considered that for a long moment, frowned over it as she ran 
through it once more in her mind, and then reluctantly nodded. “All right,” 
she said, giving up. “All right. I see your point. Do what you have to do. 
You have my support. And I'll continue to work on defense with the 
Artiméans as always.” 

Alex gave her a solemn look. He didn't need her permission, but he 
respected her greatly and wanted it. "Thank you." 

Claire nodded. “Just . . . get it right. The first time.” 

Alex nodded. “We will.” 
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"So you're really for it, Sim?” Alex asked later, after Claire and the others 
had gone and only Florence and Simber remained to help Alex plan the 
attack. "You believe we should take down Gondoleery?" 

"Yes," growled the cat. “We prrrobably should have done it weeks ago.” 

"Why didn't you say so before?” 

"You didn't ask.” 

Alex blinked. For a moment, he was speechless. He looked at Florence, 
who seemed just as surprised. “What?” Alex asked finally. “You're saying now 
I have to ask you every time I want your opinion? Even if you have 
something vital to say, you won't say it unless I ask the right question? 
When did this start?” 

Simber sighed. He'd been quiet during the meeting and seemed more 
grumbly than usual now. “It's how you learrrn best,” he said. “If I speak up 
too much, you count on me morrre than you should.” 

“Oh, come on. That's ridiculous.” Alex shook his head, more frustrated 
than ever. “I haven't done that since before Mr. Today was killed and you 
sank in the sea. You're full of yourself." 
roared Simber. He got to his feet. "I 
might not be herrre foreverrr, you know!" The windows shook. 
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"And you'rrre too comforrrtable,' 


Florence watched the two, fascinated. They rarely fought. 

Alex stared at the cat. “What's that supposed to mean? Are you leaving 
Artimé?" 

"What?" Simber said. “No! Of courrrse not. But I can't keep telling you 
what to do. If you want my opinion, ask me. Otherrrwise don't expect it.” 


Alex raised his hands, completely confused. “I don’t even understand 
what's happening right now," he muttered. “I just transported an entire party 
of Artiméans off Shipwreck Island—safely, mind you—virtually without 
you. What's your problem? Did I do something to offend you? If this is 
about Sky and me being stuck there, and the Florence thing with not 
enough magic carpet components, we would have figured it out without 
you, I'll have you know.” 

"I should hope so.” Simber’s chiseled jaw creaked as his stone teeth 
snapped together. He stared at Alex, nostrils flaring. 

Alex stood tall and stared back, growing more defensive and angry as the 
seconds passed. He had no idea what had set Simber on edge. And he 
wasn't going to back down without an explanation. 

Florence leaned forward on her sofa, propped her elbows on her knees, 
and rested her chin in her hands, fascinated by the sudden flare-up and 
standoff. 

After a minute, Simber relaxed his stance and turned his head. “Sorrry,” 
he said gruffly. “I'm worrried about Gondoleerrry." He turned and paced 
toward the door, restlessly shaking his head. “Herrr ability to crrreate firrre 
is morrre dangerrrous than anything we've everrr been up against. Ice is bad 
enough, but firrre . . ." 

Alex rested his gaze on the beast, trying to figure out if Simber was 
speaking the truth about what was bothering him. He couldn't tell. “We'll be 
careful," he said softly. “How hard can it be to take down one person when 
we have all of Artimé on our side?” 

Simber stopped in his tracks and turned his head back to look at Alex. 
"That's exactly the wrrrong way to look at herrr. If therrre's anyone you 
should be afrrraid of in this worrrld, its Gondoleerrry Rrrattrrrap.” He 
paused, giving Alex a hard look. “And you should feel it in yourrr bones, 
Alex. Like I do. I shouldn't have to tell you.” He paused. “Thats what my 
prrroblem is.” 

Alex watched, jaw slacked, as Simber walked out of his office. “You don't 
even have bones!” Alex called out. Simber didn't answer. When he had 
disappeared, Alex turned to Florence with a questioning look. “Didn't I just 
say I wanted her dead? | don't get it.” 

She tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. “Don't ask me,” she said. "I 
think there's something deeper bothering him, but I don't know what.” 


"I can still hearrr you," came a gravelly warning from the balcony. 

Alex sighed and shook his head. “Good night, Simber,” he called. “We'll 
plan the attack in the morning.” 

“Harrrumph,” said Simber, and soon the mansion trembled as the giant 
cat loped down the stairs to his spot at the front door. 





The Evil Twin 


The next time Aaron awoke, he was drenched in sweat and shivering 
profusely. He lay on his side, facing a rocky wall with no window, his 
blanket flung off him and just beyond his reach. 

Every muscle in his body ached, and every bit of his skin hurt. His head 
pounded endlessly, and when he reached up to touch it, he found that it was 
wrapped in a bandage of some sort. 

When he became aware that he was in a very strange and unfamiliar 
place, his stomach clenched in fear. The pirates, he thought. Had they 
brought him here? What were they going to do to him? 

This time his memories were more distinct. He recalled the way the 
pirates had burst into his office and captured him. The way they'd thrown 
him into the boat. The way they'd starved him and spit on him and dragged 
him through the stormy sea for days with no water. And now, here, the 
storm still raged all around. Where was he? He had to get away. He had to 
escape! 

With all his strength, he pushed against the mattress and tried lifting 
himself up, only to fall back again. He breathed hard, the air slicing his 
lungs, and tried again. Once more his strength gave out and he landed, 
twisted, on the cot. 

A wave of nausea interrupted his efforts, and he began sweating again. 
He tested his voice, crying out for help, but it came out grainy and weak, 
nothing like the commanding voice of a high priest. He gave up. 


When a shadow fell over his face, Aaron was too tired to open his eyes. 
But when someone slipped his arm around Aaron's shoulders and hoisted 
him up, putting a cup to his mouth, the boy lashed out blindly, slapping it 
aside. The back of his hand connected with the jaw of the one helping him, 
sending the man sprawling. 

A moment later, Aaron could hear a low chuckle nearby and the voice of 
an old man saying, "Ah, there you are, Alex-san. I think you are going to be 
just fine after all.” 

Pain ripped through Aaron's stomach. Again, someone confused him for 
his brother. How was it possible that everybody in the world seemed to 
know Alex? Why couldn't Aaron ever be recognized? 

He'd pretended to be Alex in the past. But this time Aaron wasn't going 
to let it happen. He was tired of it. He was Aaron Stowe, high priest of 
Quill, and he had done a lot of impressive things on his own, thank you 
very much. He was really getting sick of his brother always being the one 
people knew—and liked. And Aaron was tired of hiding conveniently 
behind his brother's fame, when Aaron should be known as the famous one 
for becoming the youngest high priest of Quill ever. He'd vaulted to the top 
in an amazingly short amount of time. And people ought to know about it. 
If Aaron's name was going to be known in this world, he'd better start using 
it and standing behind it, because clearly nobody else was going to vouch 
for him. 

With all the energy he could muster, Aaron opened his eyes. He blinked 
a few times and looked at the blurry face of the ancient little man who had 
returned to his side. 

“I'm not Alex," Aaron rasped, his voice like gravel. "I'm Aaron.” He closed 
his eyes and breathed, and added, “I'm the twin everybody hates." 
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Stealth and Trickery 


A day later, Alex met up with Florence, Simber, Samheed, Lani, Carina, and 
Sky. This time they took advantage of the beautiful day by sitting on the 
lawn. Simber seemed back to his usual self, and nothing was said of the 
previous day's fight between him and Alex. But Alex was determined to 
make his new idea work without Simber's assistance. 

"Florence, start us off," Alex said. “What's our best move? Storm the 
palace?” He'd secretly always wanted to say that. 

"No," Florence said. “We want to draw her out of the palace. There are 
too many places for her to hide inside—right, Simber?” 

“And too many innocent people inside who could get hurrrt," Simber 
said, and by the look on his face, Alex could tell he was remembering their 
visit to the palace with Mr. Today, when Aaron had nearly killed Alex after 
sneaking up on him. 

"Yeah, you're right, of course," Alex muttered reluctantly. 

"And," Florence continued, “we'll want to make this a definitive action— 
one move to take her down, and it's done. Like Claire said, if we mess this 
up and she gets away, she's going to know what we're willing to do to stop 
her, and we definitely don't want that." 

Alex nodded. “Great. So we need a few of us to infiltrate Quill and keep 
an eye on the palace without being recognized. You four would do well at 
that," he said, pointing to his friends. 

“But won't we look conspicuous with our orange eyes and scars?” Lani 
asked. 

“Come on,” Alex said. “You're all mages—well, Sky not so much, but we'll 
help her, and she's creative. Can't you each come up with a disguise? Think 


back to Will Blair's days.” 

“Hey,” Samheed muttered. “Take it easy.” 

"Oh, I see,” Lani teased. “You want us to disguise ourselves as Aaron and 
take over?” 

“Um, no, please,” Alex said. "That plan didn't really work out well for 
Will, did it? I want you to look like ordinary Quillens walking around, 
which shouldn't be hard to do. Most of you have done it before." 

Sky looked bemused and a bit uncomfortable. She was beginning to 
wonder what use she could be. “You could paint me invisible,” she said. 

"Where's the sport in that?” Samheed said. “Besides, the invisibility 
paintbrush spell doesn't last long enough, and wears off without warning. | 
don't even carry it anymore. It's a fun spell for goofing around, but not really 
meant for serious stuff.” 

Alex gave Sky a reassuring smile. “Don't worry. I'm sure Mr. 
Appleblossom has some costumes and can help you all with whatever magic 
you might need to keep you from being recognized.” 

Florence glanced at Simber. “I still have my mask from the masquerade 
ball. Maybe I can be a part of this.” 

"That'll worrrk,” Simber said dryly. "Nobody will suspect a thing.” 

Alex grimaced. “I'm afraid you two will have to stay here. You're way too 
hard to disguise.” 

Sky couldn't hold back her reservations any longer. “I don't do magic,” 
she said. “Not well, at least, and I don't know my way around Quill at all. 
Are you sure I'm the right person for this?” 

"Oh, Quills easy,” Samheed told her. "Its one big oval road around the 
perimeter of the island, with quadrants of houses inside.” He scratched his 
head. “Anyway, the palace is at the far west end. Just go left out of Artimé 
and follow the road—you can't miss it. It's the uninviting gray structure on 
the hill, with the crooked turret that sticks up quite high. Maybe you can 
stay on this half of the island so it'll be easier to find home again in case you 
get lost.” 

"Will we be working all together or separated?” Lani asked. 

"You'll likely be together some of the time,” Alex said. “But it depends on 
our approach. Let's figure out our plan of attack, and then we can look at 
that." 


He addressed Sky specifically. “Yes, Sky, to answer your question, you are 
right for this job. I want you as a lookout. You're stealthy, you can run fast, 
and you're extremely clever—you'll be able to get yourself out of any 
situation easily. That's why I chose you, okay? Don't worry about the magic. 
The rest of us will have it covered.” 

Sky frowned. “Okay,” she said, still a bit dubious. “Keep going.” 

Alex moved to continue, but before he could, Simber cleared his throat. 

Everyone looked at him. After a moment, Alex realized the cat was 
waiting to be asked his opinion. He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. 
"Simber, what concerns do you have?" he said, only a little patronizingly. 

Simber ignored the tone. “We haven't seen evidence of it, but 
accorrrding to Liam, Gondoleerrry might have firrre powerrr of some kind. 
In a deserrrt land like Quill, that can be verrry dangerrrous.” 

Alex nodded and waited to be sure the cat was done. “Right,” Alex said. 
"I've been meaning to ask you, Lani—is there anything in that Element-ary 
book about fire?” 

"I don't think so. It's more weather related. I'll check and get the book 
back to you.” 

“Thanks,” said Alex. “Anything else to add, Simber?” 

"No, thank you.” 

"All right, then. Moving on. Brainstorming time. How can we get 
Gondoleery out of the palace alone?” 

The group members thought. 

"Is there a Purge coming up?” Carina asked. “That would get her to the 
Commons.” 

"Not for a while,” Florence said. 

"What if... 2” Samheed said. “No.” He fell back into his thoughts. 

"She must go out now and then,” Sky said. “Does she still have a house in 
Quill? We might just have to keep watch for a few days and see if there's 
any pattern to her movements.” 

Carina narrowed her eyes. “But does she go anywhere without a driver? | 
doubt it." 

“Liam told me where to find her house in Quill," Alex said. “But he also 
told me that while there is sometimes glowing coming from the windows, it 
disappears if she answers the door, so we might not find anything there. 


Worth a look, though.” 


"What if . . . 2?" Samheed said again, eyes lighting up, but then he 
slumped. "No." 

Everyone but Lani snickered at him. 

Lani, who had been quiet all this time, closed her eyes. “Hang on,” she 
murmured, then nodded sharply, as if she'd just figured out a very difficult 
equation. “I've got it," she said, eyelids flying open. 

"Tell us," Alex prompted. 

Lani gathered her thoughts a minute more, then began. “If Gondoleery 
doesn't go anywhere on her own, I'll simply disguise myself as one of her 
drivers. When she decides to go somewhere, I'll drive her in this direction 
to the desolate area of Quill instead. You guys can be waiting, and we'll . . . 
welll put an end to her reign right then and there,” she said. “Now,” she 
added, sitting up triumphantly, “knock some holes in that plan, why don't 
you.” 

"Seriously?" Samheed asked. 

"Yes," Lani said. 

"Well, for starters, you don't know how to drive." 

Lani's mouth fell open. “Minor detail. How hard can it be?” 

“Second,” Samheed continued, “how will we know when you're coming 
with her? Are we just supposed to lie in wait for days? How will we 
recognize you if you're disguised as a driver?" 

Lani's chin shot up. “I don't . . . Wait. The gargoyles. That's where 
Matilda comes in. We'll have Charlie with us, and Matilda can let us know 
when Gondoleery’s going to go somewhere. She can follow Gondoleery out 
the door, and I'll sneak her into the back of the vehicle when Gondoleery’s 
not looking. Then Alex can take Charlie through the tube and get to you, 
and youll know precisely when I'll be coming.” 

Alex rubbed his chin, listening and thinking. 

Samheed's face turned skeptical. “Okay, but aren't most of her drivers 
men?" he asked. 

"So?" Lani replied. “When I said disguise, I'm talking full-blown 
impersonation. I'll become not just a man, but a specific man she'd 
recognize.” 

Sky looked up. “Maybe Liam could help. I bet he knows some of the 
drivers.” 


"Yes," Lani said, growing even more excited. "Yes, that's a great idea. He 
could help me with the disguise.” She looked from Alex to Florence for 
approval. “What do you think? I think we have something here. There are a 
few minor issues, but nothing we can't overcome.” 

"I like it," Carina said. “It's not too complicated, and nobody else gets 
hurt.” 

"It's a little complicated, though,” Simber argued. 

"Yeah, like when Lani crashes a vehicle she doesn't know how to drive,” 
Samheed said. 

Sky elbowed him. “Stop,” she said. “We'll figure that one out. Lani, does 
your father know how to drive?” 

Lani's eyes lit up, and she made a face at Samheed. “Why yes, Sky, my 
father does know how to drive. He can tell me what to do.” 

Alex tapped a finger to his lips, deep in thought, trying to come up with 
every possible thing that could go wrong. “What happens to the guard 
you're impersonating?” 

Lani's lips parted as if to answer, but soon she closed them, then opened 
them once more. “I'm not sure,” she admitted. "Do we give him the day off?” 

Alex smiled. "A day off? You've forgotten what it's like to live there. 
Drivers are Necessaries. They don't get a day off unless its Purge day, 
remember?” 

"Yeah," Lani said, scowling. “I remember." 

"So... maybe we have to kidnap him," Samheed said, and now that he 
could picture himself doing something dangerous, he was starting to like 
this plan. “I'll kidnap him and freeze him somewhere out of the way so 
nobody notices him. He won't get hurt." 

Alex frowned, not sure it would work logistically to have Samheed 
freezing a guard by the palace at the same time he was lying in wait for 
Gondoleery, but they'd work those details out. 

Florence glanced at Alex, and then addressed the group. “I think the plan 
has a lot of potential. There are definitely a few things we have to address 
before I'm willing to sign off on it, but they are all problems we can 
overcome. So, if Alex is on board with the plan. . ." She turned back to him. 
“Are you, Alex?” 

"I think so. Yes.” 


“Good. Then you four," Florence said, pointing to Lani, Samheed, Sky, 
and Carina, “can get to work researching your disguises, while Alex and | 
pound out the details.” 

Alex nodded. “Everybody feel comfortable? Sky, Mr. Appleblossom will 
have everything you need to blend in with the people of Quill. Lani, I'm 
pretty sure the drivers have a specific uniform, so maybe you should come 
with Florence and me before you start working on yours. I'm going to bring 
Liam in to discuss." 

“Sounds good,” Lani said. 

“Questions, anybody?” Alex asked. 

Carina frowned. “Yes. I'm not sure | like you bringing Liam in on the 
plan. I mean, he's . . . you know. One of them. Like . . ." She shook her 
head. “Never mind. I know he can't go back to them after Gondoleery sent 
him to the Ancients Sector. It's just . . . it's a little scary, trusting people who 
have spent so much time living in that awful palace.” 

Alex pursed his lips. “We need him.” 

"I know," Carina said. “But it makes me feel very uncomfortable. Not that 
long ago he was working against us.” 

Simber lifted his head, and this time he didn't wait to be asked for his 
opinion. “I've been arrround a long time," he said simply. “I've seen many 
people enterrr ourrr worrrld frrrom Quill. And therrre's one thing | have 
witnessed about behaviorrr. Therrre arrre few people who arrre borrrn evil 
and will die evil. Some become evil because of the influence of otherrrs and, 
forrr a time, ignorrre orrr burrry what theirrr innerrr trrruth is telling them. 
But I do know that humans who have been influenced to do evil arrre 
capable of change once they grrround themselves and follow that innerrr 
guide." He looked around. “And sometimes people like that become the 
biggest herrroes because they have so much morrre to prrrove.” 

Simber paused, then continued. “And therrre's one perrrson who stands 
out as a prrrime example of this, and | don't want any of you to forrrget 
him.” 

"Who is he?” Carina asked. 


Simber spoke humbly. “His name was Marrrcus Today.” 
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Ishibashi’s Horrible Secret 


When Ishibashi heard Aaron say that he wasn't Alex, he nearly fainted. 


Instead, as the young man’s eyes closed and he fell into a troubled sleep 
once more, Ishibashi could only stare at the face he'd assumed for days was 
his friend. 

Could Alex be delirious? Or was this person in the scientists’ shelter 
telling the truth? Ishibashi racked his memory, going back to the 
conversation he'd had with Alex. The mage had said he had a brother—a 
brother who was his enemy and had killed Mr. Marcus Today, no less—but 
he hadn't mentioned that his brother was an identical twin! How could 
Ishibashi have known this was the evil one? There was nothing about the 
sleeping young man to indicate he wasn't Alex, other than the words he'd 
just uttered. 

Ishibashi's heart pounded as he realized the full extent of what he and Ito 
and Sato had done. 

"The seaweed,” Ishibashi said, his hands rising to cover his face as the 
horror came to light. By putting that tiny bit of healing seaweed into 
Aaron's mouth, they'd given the power of extended life, maybe even unending 
life .. . to a murderer. 

Ishibashi hobbled from the room, his legs weak. He stumbled into the 
greenhouse, where he found Ito and Sato, and he told them in their native 
language what he'd just discovered. 

The three stood in shocked silence for a long moment before the 
questions peppered the air, but all Ishibashi could tell his comrades was that 


they had done something they'd agreed never to do, and now they had the 
full responsibility of it on their hands. 

When the three realized the extent of their mistake, Ito addressed the 
other two in a voice most serious. "There is only one thing we can do,” he 
said. "We have a responsibility to fix our mistake. And because we cannot 
kill him, we can only change him. We must hope he does not try to harm 
us.” 

"And," said Sato, “we must protect all of society from him by keeping 
him here, for if he tries to escape the hurricane, it is certain that he will 
make it out alive.” 

Ishibashi nodded. His friends were wise. And he, having been the one to 
slip the seaweed into Aaron's mouth, took the most responsibility. “I will 
take charge of this mission,” he said. “It is my duty.” 


» » « « 


Ishibashi watched over Aaron, and when the former high priest awoke 
again, Ishibashi was there. 

Aaron blinked. For the first time, his mind wasn't filled with fog. 

Ishibashi stood up so Aaron could see him. “I will get you some tea," he 
said firmly. “You must drink it, not throw it. Not slap it away.” 

Aaron focused on the man, who was definitely not a pirate. “Who are 
you?” 

"You will call me Ishibashi-san. Do you understand me?” 


I 


“Barely,” said Aaron. He didn't know what to make of the man’s gruff 
behavior and unusual accent. But he wanted some tea. Desperately. Why 
did the man think he would throw it? “It's about time somebody treats me 
the way I deserve to be treated,” he muttered. 

Ishibashi put his hands on his hips and frowned at the young man, who 
was now completely distinguishable from his twin just by the words that 
came out of his mouth. But the old man didn't answer. He went to the 
greenhouse. 

"He's awake," Ishibashi reported to the others. "Please make the most 
bitter tea you can, Ito," Ishibashi said. "I have a feeling he is going to be 
trouble.” 


While Ito went to the kitchen to prepare the tea, Ishibashi considered 
the task at hand. What would they do? They were stuck with him. 

By the time he was serving the tea to Aaron, who complained angrily 
about it, Ishibashi promised himself one thing: Aaron must never find out 
that he might live forever. 





Making Preparations 


Inside the mansion’s vast kitchen, Thisbe and Fifer played in a corner near 
the food-delivery tube. They climbed over Crow, who was taking care of 
them. A few Unwanted chefs moved about, filling room service orders and 
designing elaborate fruit carvings and intricate vegetable dioramas in 
preparation for the next meal service. 

Whenever a room service order came in, the kitchen staff quickly 
whipped up the desired food item, plated it in grand and elegant fashion, 
and wrapped it in magical sparkling cellophane that was designed to 
disappear into thin air once the recipient was ready to eat. The chef then 
handed the package to one of the twins to place gently in the tube for 
delivery. And for their young age, they seemed to grasp the importance of 
the task, at least a little. They hardly ever dropped a dish. 

It was Fifer's turn next to place a plate in the tube. She took great care to 
set it gently in the right spot. 

“Good job, Fig,” Crow said. He pulled both children away from the tube. 
"Now watch it disappear! But stay back here with me. We don't want you to 


disappear with it.” He smiled to himself at the thought—what a surprise 
that would be for someone to get a small child delivered with her meal. 

Across the room at the kitchen bar, Alex and Lani enjoyed lunch with 
Liam and filled him in on the plan to take down Gondoleery Rattrapp. At 
first they only gave him the information that was necessary for him to help 
them, and once they'd explained the plan, Alex made Liam promise he 
wouldn't speak a word of it to anyone. 

“I—I promise,” Liam said with the utmost sincerity. “You saved my life. | 
shall never betray Artimé.” He looked at his plate of food, overwhelmed by 
the variety, the color, and the amazing freshness of it all. 

"Thank you,” Alex said. "Thats a promise we'll hold you to.” He 
hesitated, and then said earnestly, “I'll tell you that not everyone was in 
agreement on whether you should be told this information. But I believe 
youll prove me right in trusting you.” 

Flustered, Liam set down his fork and fussed with his sleeves, which still 
hung nearly to his fingertips. “Why are you telling me this? How am | 
supposed to help you?" He rolled the fabric nervously between his thumbs 
and forefingers. 

Alex looked at Lani, who picked up some sketches from the counter next 
to her. Alex had drawn them. They were depictions of the palace drivers. 
He'd done it from memory, but it had been a while since he'd seen a driver, 
and back when he had—when Aaron paid a visit to give Alex Mr. Today's 
robe—he'd been too angry to take much notice of the man’s appearance. 

Lani showed the sketches to Liam. “We need to know exactly what the 
driver uniforms look like. Alex drew these. Are they even close? Can you 
remember any details?” 

Liam studied the drawings. He shook his head a little bit, then looked 
up. “I don't even understand what this is, really. How'd you even... you 
know. Do this? It's like the things on the walls in the hallways . . . very 
puzzling indeed.” 

Alex looked confused for a moment, and then his face cleared. “Good 
grief," he said, beginning to chuckle. "Its called a picture. I'm starting to 
understand all too well why Mr. Today seemed so absentminded when we 
first arrived here.” He fumbled around in his robe pockets, pulled out some 
colored pencils, handed one to Liam, and flipped over one of the pieces of 
paper on the counter. 


"This is a pencil,” Alex said. “You've certainly seen a pencil by now, 
haven't you?” 

"Yes," said Liam, examining it. “Aaron had one. And they're everywhere 
around here.” 

"Right. So you just have to touch the pointed end to the paper,” Alex 
said. 

Liam obeyed. 

“Now press firmly, but not too hard, and move it across the paper.” 

Liam gripped the pencil awkwardly. He drew a short line, and the tip 
snapped off. He gasped in horror. “Oh no—I'm sorry!" 

Lani laughed. “That's exactly what happened to Alex the first time he 
used a pencil! Remember, Al?" 

Alex grinned. "I do. Sean was teaching me in the lounge.” Alex took the 
pencil from Liam and drew his fingers over the tip. A new point grew from 
it. He handed it back to Liam, who cut down on the pressure and drew a 
few weak, wobbly lines on the paper. 

"It takes some practice," Lani confided. “I'm not very good at it, myself.” 

“Please,” said Alex. “You're good at everything. You can act, sing, draw, 
tell stories, invent things, design new components, experiment with who 
knows what . . . and you read like you're on fire, so you know more than 
anybody.” 

“Oh, I know that's all true," Lani said. “I'm decently good at a lot of 
things. But I don't really have a specialty I'm extraordinarily good at, like 
most people do.” She shrugged, not at all bothered by it. “Everybody's 
different, you see," she said to Liam. “In Quill you're all supposed to be the 
same. Not here.” She gave him a critical glance, sizing him up. “You're 
pretty old to be finding the thing you're good at, but I suppose it could still 
happen for you.” 

Liam smiled. He set down the pencil. “I think that's enough for now," he 
said, looking proudly at his scribbles. He turned over the paper and 
returned his attention to Alex's drawings of the driver. “Okay, so you call 
this a—a picture of the driver,” Liam mumbled, trying to understand the 
concept of art. Once his mind accepted it, he began to compare the 
drawing to the way he imagined the drivers. But it was hard. He hadn't been 
taught to think that way. 


"The jacket is the right length," he offered finally, pointing at the front 
view, then at the back view. “Long, to around mid-thigh, with that slit in the 
back. But the buttons are wrong. There should be two columns of four silver 
buttons—it's double-breasted. And this looks so stiff. The material is 
more...” He searched for the words. “Flimsy, I guess. The uniforms are 
very old and worn. Patches on the elbows and such.” 

“Do you want to draw the buttons where they're supposed to go?” Alex 
asked. 

“Oh, no." Liam looked afraid. “I—I'll mess it up.” 

"Its okay," said Alex. "This is just a rough sketch. I'll redraw it. But I'm not 
sure I'm going to get the buttons and patches and the lay of the fabric 
looking right without actually seeing it.” 

"Ooh," said Lani, her face lighting up. “I guess we'll have to go spy on the 
palace, then,” she said. “That's all there is to it.” 

Alex's first instinct was to say no, it wasn't safe. But then his smile became 
devious. “I think you're right. We'll go along the shore and sneak up the hill. 
We can stay hidden in the rubble and just see what we can see.” 

“Perfect.” But Lani's smile soon turned to a frown. “Oh drat." 

"What is it?” Liam asked her. “What's wrong?” 

"L only wish we could get close enough for me to really study a driver's 
face." She scrunched up her nose, thinking. “I'm afraid that'll be the downfall 
of this plan—me not getting the impersonation just right. The face has to 
be very close, or Gondoleery will notice." 

At Liam's puzzled look, Lani explained. “I'm going to use magic to 
disguise myself to look like one of the drivers. Do you happen to know 
which driver would be most likely to take Gondoleery somewhere? I'll need 
a description of him. Maybe you should come with Alex and me so you 
could point him out.” Then she shook her head, frustrated. “But it won't be 
close enough, I'm afraid. Isn't there any way to see them up close without 
them seeing me? I'm going to need a good long look, and Alex will have to 
get all the features just right in his drawing so Mr. Appleblossom and I have 
something solid to work with.” 

"You could use the invisibility paintbrush for that,” Alex suggested. 

"Oh, right!" said Lani. “Of course!" 

"Hmm." Liam sat up and leaned forward. He pressed his lips together, as 
if he were thinking very hard. 


"What is it?” Alex asked him. 

Liam hesitated, then put a finger in the air. "I think, actually ... ," he 
began, his eyes darting from Lani to Alex to Lani again. He leaned even 
closer to them, as if he had a secret to tell. “That is," he said, and cleared his 
throat, "I believe there is a tiny ch-chance that I might actually be able to 
help you . . . perhaps even more than you anticipated.” 





Spying on the Palace 


While Florence and Claire held the first Magical Warrior Training for the 
newest members of Artimé—the Warbler children who had been catapulted 
to Artimé's shores a few months before—Alex, Lani, and Liam headed west 
along the shoreline, staying low and close to the water. They picked their 
way over the rubble from the destroyed wall, keeping watchful eyes on the 
land and the road that ran parallel to their path up the hill a few hundred 
yards to their right. 

"Maybe we should have taken the boat,” Alex said. “We'd get there 
faster.” 

"No way," Lani said, hopping deftly from one rock to the next. “Someone 
would be sure to see it buzzing on the water, and knowing the people of 
Quill, the sight of it would cause a panic. We're much less noticeable 
walking along the shore.” 

They continued to where the shoreline curved and the elevation 
increased slightly, indicating they were on the approach to the palace end 
of the island. Now and then they heard the echo of the portcullis clanging 
open or shut. 

“Guards and palace workers coming and going,” Liam explained. “The 
gate to the palace is useless now that the wall is down, but I'm not sure 
anyone has figured out quite yet that you can just walk around the south 
side of the portcullis now, if you really want to.” 

“No wonder Justine was afraid of the creative thinkers,” Lani muttered. 


Alex kept a wary eye on the rise of land, but no one seemed to be 
guarding the palace grounds along the place where the wall used to be. 
When at last they could see the turret directly up and to their right, they 
turned toward it and began climbing the rubble-covered hill, staying low to 
the ground. They could hear the rumble of a jalopy revving up and fading 
into the distance. 

“Aaron figured out how to get the vehicles running more smoothly,” Liam 
whispered to the others as they neared the top of the hill and peeked over, 
witnessing the plodding of workers around the palace and the vehicle 
disappearing down the hill. “H-he made a. . . a contraption to squeeze the 
oil out of nuts. I've never seen anything like it." 

Alex shot Liam a quizzical glance. “He did?” 

"I swear it," Liam said. 

"Shh," Lani said, pointing to the door to the palace. 

A guard stood on either side of it. A few yards closer to Alex, Lani, and 
Liam, three drivers congregated near a line of vehicles. They didn't speak; 
they merely stood together, waiting to be called upon. 

"Sometimes they stand there all day with nothing to do," Liam 
whispered. 

"It doesn't look like we can get any closer without being seen,” Lani 
whispered. “Do they ever walk over here?” 

"They might,” Liam said, very seriously. “Then again, they might not.” 

Lani and Alex exchanged raised eyebrows and went back to studying the 
drivers. Alex took a tiny sketch pad and pencil from his robe and began to 
draw. 

Once Lani had fully scoped out the area, she pulled an invisibility 
paintbrush from her vest pocket and painted herself with it. “Back in a few,” 
she said, and Alex could hear her climbing up the rocks. But when she 
started across the gravel driveway, her footsteps were painfully loud over 
the loose rubble, and rocks tilted and moved under her. The drivers didn't 
seem to notice or care, but one of the guards looked up. Lani stopped 
moving. 

When the guard turned back to her thoughts, Lani tried to get closer, but 
the fresh rubble was like crunching across a layer of spun-sugar brittle. The 
guard heard her again and took a few steps toward her, beginning to peer 
about. 


Lani froze and was forced to wait several minutes until she was certain 
the woman had forgotten about the noise. Finally, with every ounce of 
caution and care in her step, she retreated back to the hiding spot where 
Alex and Liam waited. 

"That's not going to work,” she said. Over the next few minutes the spell 
wore off and she reappeared, a bit at a time. 

Liam frowned as he watched the drivers. “I'm going to try to get the 
attention of the one on the end nearest us,” he said. “Follow me.” 

Liam slid down the rocks so he could stay hidden and moved farther 
west, past the side of the palace. Alex and Lani followed close behind. 
When Liam climbed back up to look over the top of the hill, the other two 
remained crouched on the rocks. 

Seeing that there was no one guarding this side of the building, Liam ran 
the short distance to the palace, pressed his body against it, and slowly 
peeked around the corner. After a minute he picked up a pebble and tossed 
it toward the drivers. He waited, and when nothing happened, repeated his 
actions, hitting the driver on the end. When the startled man turned to 
look, Liam frantically waved him to come over. 

The driver's face slacked in fear. He looked all around to see if anyone 
else had noticed Liam. 

Alex and Lani ducked. Slowly they lifted their heads again, finding the 
scene irresistible. Was the driver going to come closer? Alex readied his 
pencil and sketch pad, straining to get a good glimpse of the man’s face and 
uniform, and hoping they wouldn't have to take off running. 

After a moment, the driver mumbled something to the others and walked 
slowly along the front of the palace toward the side where Liam was hiding. 
When the man reached the corner, he turned nonchalantly, and when he 
was safely out of sight, he looked at Liam, face awash with fear. 

"I thought you was sent to the Ancients,” the driver whispered harshly. 

"I didn't go,” said Liam. 

“But you have to!" 

"I won't. Keep my secret, I beg you.” 

"You're putting me in danger,” the driver said, his eyes darting this way 
and that. “Her greatness ain't sending people to the Ancients anymore—she 
kills ‘em outright if she don't like 'em now." 

Alex and Lani looked at one another in alarm. 


Liam paled. “Oh dear. I'm sorry. I'll make it up to you someday, I promise. 
But I need your help.” 

The driver silently considered the plea. “What ‘appened to them babies?” 
he asked, eyes narrowed. 

It took Liam a moment to realize that the driver was talking about Fifer 
and Thisbe. “They're safe too. But you must never tell anyone.” 

The driver's face softened. He looked at the ground. “What do you 
want?" 

“Come with me. Just right over here. Only for a moment.” Liam pointed 
down the embankment to where Alex and Lani were hiding. “Hurry.” He 
started down the hill and motioned for the driver to follow him. 

With a panicked look on his face, the driver hesitated, looked around, 
and then followed. A moment later, Alex and Lani were face-to-face with 
the man Lani would soon impersonate. 

Alex began sketching at a frantic pace. 

“Don't be afraid,” Liam said. “This is Alex Stowe, not Aaron. Alex is the 
leader of Artimé, where Secretary . . . well, you know. And this is Lani 
Haluki.” Liam hesitated as he realized that even after all this time, he didn't 
know the driver's name. 

No one noticed, for the driver had started at Lani’s familiar surname. 
"Haluki?” he asked. “Like the old high priest?” 

"He's my father," Lani said, holding out her hand. “What is your name?” 

The driver looked surprised to be asked such a question, for he was 
accustomed to answering to “Driver!” most often. He shook her hand. “I'm 
Sully," he said, his voice hushed. “Your father was a kind man.” 

"He still is," Lani said. She smiled and, after a moment, removed her 
hand from Sully’s grasp, all the while studying the man carefully, noting his 
mannerisms and gestures so she could imitate them properly. The man 
gazed at her with respect. 

Seeing an opportunity, Lani caught Alex's eye, wondering if he saw it 
too. 

Alex nodded ever so slightly and held back, giving Lani the reins to 
present their predicament. 

"We've got a big favor to ask you, Mr. Sully,” Lani began. 

"Just Sully,” said Sully. 

"Sully," Lani agreed. 


"What is it?” Sully grew fearful again. “I ain't sure if I can. . . You see, 
since the ice disappeared, High Priest Gondoleery'’s been fuming, and 
striking people down . . . dead.” He looked at Liam. "Now you—you been 
good to me too, Governor, but | can't risk no more trouble for my family. 
Not with her shooting fireballs this way an’ that wherever her whimsies 
takes her.” 

Alex's face clouded over, and he stopped sketching. “It sounds even 
worse than | imagined. What else is Gondoleery doing to the people of 
Quill?” 

"So far it's just the ones what get in her way,” Sully said. “Palace workers 
and whatnot. But she's plotting to do a full sweep of Quill, pretending to ask 
the people what they are needing, then shooting them down with her 
magics if they say anything.” 

A burst of wind seemed to come from nowhere, sending up a cloud of 
dirt and nearly knocking Alex and Lani over. Silt rained down on them. 

Sully looked fearfully over his shoulder at the upper floor of the palace. 
"That kind of thing ain't natural—that wind. It's her doing,” he said. 

Alex and Lani exchanged a serious glance as they righted themselves and 
shook the dirt from their clothes. 

"Sully," Lani said, taking the man’s hand. 

Sully looked at her. “Yes, miss?” He seemed to gain confidence being so 
close to an offspring of the one good high priest Quill had ever seen. 

"We need you,” Lani said earnestly. “We want to overthrow Gondoleery 
Rattrapp before she hurts anyone else. She's gone too far.” 

Fear sparked in his eyes. “Overthrow?” 

“Destroy,” Alex said. 

Sully looked at Alex and cringed—the young man looked exactly like 
Aaron, who was awful. “And then what?” he asked. “You take over the island 
with your killer beasts and monsters?” 

Alex reared back. “Wait. Killer beasts?” 

"The one that killed Secretary. We heard all about 'em from Governor 
Strang. What else do you got in there? No, sir. Nobody here trusts your 
crazy world full of Unwanteds and monsters.” He said it matter-of-factly. 

Liam cringed, and Alex's pencil froze in his grip. He cast his glance away, 
looking over the gentle waves of the sea as he recovered from the verbal 
blow. He knew the man didn't know any better. But would it always be this 


way? It would, he decided, until somebody taught them, like Mr. Today had 
taught him and his friends. 

Lani dropped her eyes, but her temper rose. Keeping her voice low, she 
said, “If the Wanteds are really so intelligent, why can't they see we're trying 
to help them? Aren't you afraid Gondoleery will take you down next?” 

A weary look came over Sully's face, and he sighed. “I work long days for 
a little food and water for my family. Every day of our whole lives we live in 
fear: Will the high priest let me go home today? Or will she find a reason to 
send me to the Ancients? Now she's gone even further. But .. . ,” he said, 
and lost himself in thought for a moment. 

“But what?" Lani asked softly. 

Sully looked at her. “Sometimes | think the high priest striking me down 
without warning might be the best thing that could 'appen to me.” 


yo 


A Proper Disguise 


Leaving Liam, Alex, and Lani with nothing to say, Sully wearily climbed up 
the hill behind the palace and returned to his post. The three stood for a 
long moment, then soberly picked their way down the hill and walked back 
to Artimé. 

Upon their return, Lani and Alex met with Mr. Appleblossom to give 
him the drawings and to begin working on Lani’s disguise. She'd use magic 
to transform her features, and Mr. Appleblossom would help with the 
costume. 

Once the costume making was well under way, Alex returned to the 
mansion to brood about the state of things. Tugging at his mind was the 
question Sully had asked following Alex's announcement about intending to 
take down Gondoleery. “And then what?" Sully had asked. And indeed, Alex 
hadn't thought about that. Would the island become one land or stay 
separate? Who would be in charge? Perhaps Alex should leave it as it is and 
put Haluki back in charge of Quill. 

"It depends what the people of Quill want,’ Alex muttered, but 
immediately he knew that was more difficult than it sounded, because the 
people of Quill didn't know how to make decisions. They'd been trained to 
have no opinion. They didn't know what they wanted. They only knew 
what was familiar. And he doubted his own ability to motivate them in any 
way, especially after what Sully had said about nobody trusting the people 
of Artimé. 
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A few days later, as Alex studied the pile of books he'd selected from the 
Museum of Large's library, trying to find the most deadly spell possible, he 
heard a noise. He turned to look, and gasped. 

"Sully," he said, alarmed, wondering how the man had found his way into 
the somewhat secret hallway. But then his surprise faded, and he grinned. 
“Lani, I sure hope that's you!" 

"It is," she said in Sully’s voice. “Hope you don't mind me leaving the 3-D 
doorway up so | can get up here. How do you like it?” 

"Its good!" Alex said. “Even your voice. How did you do it?” 

“Concentration, imagination, and a little help from Mr. Appleblossom’s 
junk drawer,” she said mysteriously. “Not sure how long I can hold it—I'm 
figuring that part out now. It seems easy enough as long as | concentrate and 
stay in character, though. No ten-minute limit on this spell.” 

"Its really weird seeing you like this,” Alex admitted. "You've even got his 
little eye twitch down.” 

"You think it's close enough?" 

“Definitely,” Alex said. “How are the others coming along?” 

"Their costumes are ready. Just waiting on the plan of attack.” 

Alex nodded. “I've been studying some of Mr. Today's books. Found a 
journal here that's fascinating, but he wasn't into deadly spells until our 
group of Unwanteds showed up, | guess.” Alex frowned. “He didn't seem to 
be too worried about Artimé being discovered until I came along.” 

"We know you wrecked it for all of us," Lani teased. 

Alex didn't smile. He would never quite get over the fact that it was his 
fault the fighting had happened in the first place. And while he tried to push 
past the guilt as Mr. Today had told him to do, it still hung there in the back 
of his mind. He sighed. “Anyway . . .” 

Lani, still disguised as Sully, gave a crooked smile. “Anyway,” she agreed. 
"Look forward, Al. Here's your chance to create a surefire spell just to 
destroy Gondoleery.” 

Alex nodded and closed the book he'd been reading. "You're right. And | 
think I have just the thing in mind that will do the job.” 

Lani rubbed her man hands together. “What is it?” 

But Alex only smiled. “You'll see," he said. “But I want you to know I got 
the idea for it from you.” 





One of a Kind 


Later that day, Sky found Alex standing barefoot on the beach, staring at 
the sand and occasionally moving his feet through it. “What are you 
looking for?" Sky asked. “Did you lose something?” 

Alex looked up, his heart quickening at her unmistakable voice. She had 
her long hair piled on top of her head, the natural highlights like thin rays 
of sunlight bursting from a knot there. Her light brown skin drank up the 
sun, and her orange eyes sparkled despite Sky's earnest intentions to help 
him find whatever he was looking for. 

"Il found it now, thanks," Alex said, looking at her, and then blushing 
because he sounded ridiculous. He hastened to say something less stupid. 
"Where've you been? I've hardly seen you in days.” 

"Ive been learning my way around Quill and practicing being a person 
from there,” Sky said. “What a horrid place. Mr. Appleblossom has been 
helping me. He even made a pair of disguise eyes to cover up my orange 
ones.” 

Alex smiled sadly. “I hate that you have to cover up your eyes, even for 
one day.” He reached out and ran his thumb over her bare shoulder. 


She smiled back at him. “Oh, don't be so dramatic about it.” She put her 
arms out and pulled him into a friendly hug. 

Alex laughed, surprised that she would hug him, as it had been a while 
since she'd acted so friendly. He relaxed into her, resting the side of his face 
against the side of hers, and closed his eyes, his heart longing for something 
he couldn't describe. He knew that whatever it was, he didn’t have it. But 
this was close. He slid his hands around her waist and held her, and they 
stood together like that for a long moment. 

Alex wished he had a clue about what might be on Sky's mind. He could 
smell her skin, tropical and sweet, like pineapples and coconut. Without 
thinking, he pressed his lips against the curve of her neck. 

Sky stiffened. “Alex,” she whispered. 

It brought him around. Hastily he pulled away and stepped back. “I'm 
sorry.” 

She looked at him, brow furrowed, and her lips twitched. Alex thought 
he saw longing in her eyes, or maybe that was just what he hoped to see. As 
much as he wanted to kiss her, he knew she was not going to give in and let 
him, or kiss him back. Alex had caused their breakup, and if he ever wanted 
the chance to kiss her again, he'd have to first figure out how to lead a 
nation without messing it up, while having successfully deepening 
relationships at the same time. And then convince Sky that he'd succeeded 
in doing it. 

Unfortunately, at this moment Alex had a crucial spell to create, and he 
couldn't afford to make a mistake. He dropped his gaze and focused on the 
sand once more. “I was actually looking for a small stone,” he said gruffly, 
and cleared his throat. “Just the right kind of stone, the kind that you can 
see through as if its glass. I've seen a few in the past, which made me think 
it would be perfect for . . . for something, but there aren't very many of 
these particular stones, and they're hard to find. Because they're clear, | 
mean.” 

Sky, grateful for the distraction, walked a few steps away and began 
sifting through the sand with her toes. “What's it for?” she asked. 

"A spell component.” 

"A new one?” 

"Yes." 

Sky glanced at him. “Is it for Gondoleery?" 


"Yes." Alex didn't say more. It was going to be the most formidable spell 
he'd ever created, and he was already deep in thought over how to do it just 
right. 

After several minutes of searching in silence, Sky spied something 
sparkling in the sunlight. She picked it up and examined it, squinting at it. “I 
think I found one," she said. 

Alex looked up eagerly and hurried to Sky's side to take a closer look. 
She dropped it into Alex's open hand. “Is this the kind you mean?” she 
asked. 

"That's it!" Alex said, peering at it. "Thank you. It's the perfect component 
for the spell I have in mind.” 

"Do you need a few more?” Sky asked, raking her toes through the sand 
once more. “Since you're putting all this work into creating a new spell, | 
mean. Seems a shame to make just one. What if you misplace it?” 

Alex thought about how he'd feel if he lost such an important and deadly 
item and shook his head. “If | misplace this component, I'm not fit to run 
Artimé,” he said in earnest. “It'll be extremely dangerous if it gets into the 
wrong hands.” He pinched the stone between his thumb and forefinger and 
slid it carefully into his robe pocket for safekeeping. 

Sky tilted her head. “Well, then. If you're sure.” 

"Yes," he said decisively. “I'm sure. I don't want any more of these things 
to exist. Ever." He gave a resolute nod. "I'll have this ready by tonight. 
Tomorrow we'll put our plan in action. I'll alert Charlie. Can you let the 
others know?" 

Sky nodded. “We'll be ready." She reached out to give his arm a squeeze, 
then stopped and instead dropped her hand to her side. “Good luck,” she 
said with a half smile. 

"Thanks. And . . . I'm sorry about before." He held out his hand in 
friendship, and awkwardly Sky shook it. 

The two walked to the mansion together. Inside at the foot of the 
staircase they parted ways: Sky continuing on to the tubes, and Alex 
ascending the steps to the upper level, where he would attempt to fill the 
tiny glass spell component with the darkest, deadliest magic he had ever 
tried to create. 


» » « « 


In the morning, the team assembled. Alex left his colorful robe with Claire 
so he wouldn't stand out, and wore a component vest dyed gray to blend in 
with the clothing colors of Quill. He carried his typical arsenal of spell 
components in his vest in case he ran into trouble with the palace guards, 
along with the small bit of glass that sat alone in one pocket. He tied his 
hair back and wore a brimmed hat so he wouldn't be easily recognized or 
mistaken for Aaron as he lurked around the palace. 

Lani still looked like herself but wore a driver's uniform that was way too 
big for her, having decided that if things moved quickly, she didn't want to 
have to take the time to change into it. She loosely pinned up the fabric so 
she could walk properly. 

Alex tried not to worry too much about Lani, but he couldn't help it after 
what had happened to Meghan. “Are you sure you can do this?” he asked. 

"Yep," said Lani. “I'm still sure. Just like the last time you asked.” 

Samheed, Carina, and Sky were dressed in the gray, threadbare clothing 
of the Necessaries. In the colorful world of Artimé they looked eerily out of 
place, like refugees from Quill. Carina and Samheed hid components 
wherever they could find space in their clothing, while Sky declared she 
preferred fighting her way, with her wits and her fists, if the incident called 
for it. And Charlie, who was already communicating with Matilda, wore 
nothing, as usual, and awaited the signal that would tell the Artiméans that 
Gondoleery was planning to go out. 

“Everybody ready?" Alex asked, offering approving glances at each 
member of his team. “I sent instructions to your blackboards this morning. 
Are we clear on the plan?” 

They all nodded. 

Samheed took a step forward. “I've been working on something for you,” 
he said, and held out a handful of strange-looking scatterclips to Alex. “I call 
them stickyclips,” he said. “I just perfected them last night using some of 
that rubber cement stuff we got from Ishibashi's island. Thought they might 
come in handy at the palace, Al. You just throw them like scatterclips, but 
instead of them sending your enemy flying backward and pinning him to 
the nearest solid object, these will actually hit your target and pull him 
directly to you wherever you are. That way you can do whatever you need 
to do to him while remaining out of sight.” 


"Great thinking, Samheed,” Alex said, taking the clips and looking them 
over. "These are excellent. Thanks.” He secured them inside his bulging vest 
pocket and looked up. “Okay, it's time to go. Lani, you and I will head out 
along the shore with Charlie. Sam, Sky, and Carina, you'll go to the 
desolate area as discussed, and take your places. Have components ready, 
but remember—you're Necessaries in trouble, waving down the vehicle, and 
you don't know how to do magic. Don't fire any spells if you don't have to, 
or Gondoleery will know something's up.” 

"Got it," Carina said. 

Samheed echoed her. “Got it.” 

Sky shoved her hands into her empty pockets and nodded. 

Alex continued. “If all goes according to plan, I'll pull Sully out, Lani will 
replace him, and once Lani's safely on the move with Gondoleery, Charlie 
and | will sneak around to Haluki's, take the tube back here, and meet you 
guys in the desolate area well before Lani gets there with Gondoleery. I'll be 
ready with the special spell.” He patted the nearly empty pocket of his vest. 
"She won't know what hit her.” 

"What's the spell called?" Samheed asked. 

Alex frowned. "I don't even want to say its name aloud until I have to," he 
said. 

And with that, the parties dispersed. Before Alex set off, he let Florence 
and Simber know they were heading out. The rest of Artimé remained for 
the most part oblivious to the plan that could leave Quill without a leader 
and change the island forever. 
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Aarons First Lesson 


When is this incessant storm going to stop?” Aaron asked Ishibashi. “It’s 
driving me mad.” He rested on his cot, his head propped up by two pillows. 

“Never, thanks to you,” said the old man. Instead of helping Aaron drink 
his morning tea like he'd done before, he set the cup on a small table about 
five feet away from the boy. 

Aaron frowned. “Thanks to me? You're saying | caused this storm?” 

Ishibashi set up a chair next to the table and sat down. “Do not give 
yourself so much credit. Arrogance is ugly. What I am saying is that the 
reason the storm is still here is because of you. There is a difference.” 

Aaron eyed the cup of tea. “Please. What in Quill could I have done to 
cause a storm to rage incessantly?” He pointed at the table. “Bring the tea to 
me.” 

Ishibashi ignored the command. “You are responsible for the storm's 
continuance because you killed the man who was trying to end it.” 

Aaron struggled and sat up, indignant. “I did no such thing!" he said. And 
then the realization of truth came over him. He clamped his mouth shut 
and turned his face away from the man. “Bring me the tea.” 

"You did not kill Mr. Marcus Today?" challenged Ishibashi. 

Aaron turned his entire body away to face the wall. He pulled the 
blanket up around his ears and didn’t answer. 

Ishibashi studied the boy. “I see. Where there is shame, there is hope.” 

"What is that supposed to mean?” Aaron asked. “I am not ashamed of 
anything! Now bring me my tea, Ancient!" 


Ishibashi stood up. Silently he picked up the little table with the cup of 
tea on top of it and moved it another five feet away from Aaron, set it down, 
and then left the room. 

After a minute, Aaron turned his head slightly, curious as to why 
Ishibashi wasn't answering. “My tea," he said once more, and then, when it 
still didn't come, he grew angry enough to roll over. 

The former high priest stared, seeing the table with the tea even farther 
away than it had been before. He sat up shakily, furious at the old man. 
Who did he think he was, anyway? “Hey, Ishi Mushy, or whatever your 
name is, get over here! This is not funny.” 

But the man didn't return. 

Aaron flounced back in his bed, making his injured shoulder stab with 
pain. He stared hard at the ceiling while his stomach twisted in hunger for 
the horrible tea that tasted so awful, yet it was the only thing Aaron had. 

Well, today he didn't have it. It was far away, growing cold. 

"This is ridiculous,” Aaron muttered. “I can't believe this treatment.” His 
ranting grew louder, and he hoped Ishibashi could hear him. “If we were in 
Quill,” he shouted, “I would have sent you to the Ancients Sector fifty years 
ago! Your incompetence and insolence is absolutely astounding!" 

Finally, when no one appeared, Aaron, clenching and unclenching his 
fists, rolled slowly off the cot to his hands and knees. “Are you happy now?" 
he screamed. “I'm practically fainting from the pain!" 

He crawled, head and face pounding, his right arm useless and dragging 
across the floor as he went the agonizing distance to the table. When he got 
there, he rested a moment, exhausted. Then he rose slowly and unsteadily 
to his knees. He reached for the cup, and then, in a moment of panic, 
wondered if it was all a trick. If Ishibashi was as horribly mean as he seemed, 
maybe he had put nothing in the teacup. 

But that fear soon disappeared, for the cup was full as before. Aaron 
rolled to a sitting position, trying not to spill the tea, and sipped the 
horrible drink, which was an unappetizing lukewarm temperature by now. 
"You're a horrible person!" he yelled between sips. “And your tea is 
disgusting!” 

He drained the cup, shuddered, and tried to throw it at the wall to show 
the man how much he hated him, but he had so little strength left to put 
into the throw that the cup just bounced on the floor and didn't break. 


Aaron stared at it. "Even your cups are stupid!" he screamed. His voice 
echoed through the chamber. 

Could they hear him? Aaron had no idea how big this place was. He 
didn't even really understand who these people were, or how he'd gotten 
here, or where he was. Ishibashi hadn't told him anything. 

Aaron could smell something delicious wafting in from another part of 
the giant maze of caves. He nearly yelled, “Bring me some of that food!" but 
he stopped himself just in time, remembering what happened when he 
demanded Ishibashi bring him some tea. Maybe Aaron would just wait and 
see if they brought him something to eat. But now . . . he looked at the 
distance to his cot. His arms and legs were shaking from the effort he'd 
made. The trip back to the bed looked formidable. 

Finally, he began to slide across the floor using his left forearm to pull 
himself along. He made it only a few feet before his arm collapsed and he 
face-planted on the floor. The pain was blinding, and a wild sob escaped his 
lips as he waited for the agony to abate. With his eyes closed and his body 
spread out on the floor halfway between the table and his cot, Aaron rested 
his cheek on the cool rock and lay there, unable to move. 

"Help," he called a while later. But no one came to help him. He was not 
surprised. After a miserable hour, Aaron was convinced that no one was 
coming to his aid in any possible way, so he picked himself up once more, 
and with a tremendous effort, made it back to the cot. He fell onto it, too 
weak to put the blanket back on himself. 

It was going to be a long road to recovery. 

For everyone. 





Aaron Grows Desperate 


That evening, when Aaron's stomach cried out in pain from hunger, he could 
keep silent no longer. Had they forgotten he was there? He could smell 
various foods cooking throughout the day, but Ishibashi delivered none of 
them. 

“I'm so hungry!" Aaron called, writhing in the bed. “I know you have food 
out there. Why won't you feed me?” 

This was almost worse than being stuck in that fishing boat, tied to the 
pirate ship. 

Aaron racked his brain, trying to figure out why the men weren't feeding 
him. He began to argue with them as if they'd offered reasons for not 
feeding him. "If it's because you're mad about Mr. Today,” he called out, “you 
should just get over it! I didn't even mean to kill him. He just . . . he was 
there ...so suddenly .. .” Aaron frowned. He still didn't like thinking about 
that. It was horrible. And that time seemed so long ago and far away. 

He carried on, wailing harder as his hunger intensified. But still no one 
came. “Did you all fall over dead?” he called. “Are you too deaf to hear me? 
Or are you just mean and horrible people?" 

After a while, Aaron, exhausted, turned to begging. “Look, Ishi-what's- 
your-name, I'm sorry, okay? Please, can you just bring me something to eat? 
Just a little something?” But still no one came, and Aaron finally gave up. 

He turned away from the opening to the room as he had before and 
stared at the wall while the wind howled and thunder crashed around him. 


Soon it was dark, and finally, after shedding a few tears, he fell asleep and 
dreamed about starving to death. 

Aaron awoke before dawn to find Sato picking up the empty teacup and 
walking away with it. 

"Ishibashi!" Aaron called out. “Anyone! Some food please?" 

But Ishibashi did not come back, not even with tea this time. 
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Plan in Motion 


Luckily, all the parties involved in the attack on Gondoleery had brought 
food and water with them, for Gondoleery didn't go out at all the first day. 
In the desolate area of Quill, Sky, Samheed, and Carina took turns keeping 
watch overnight. Just down the hill from the palace, Alex, Lani, and Charlie 
spent an uncomfortable night on the rocks, waiting for a sign from Matilda 
that Gondoleery was heading out somewhere. 

“Are you sure you can drive one of those vehicles?” Alex asked Lani for 
perhaps the fourth time. 

"I'm sure," Lani said. “My dad told me everything about how to do it. He 
said they go really slow, so it's not like anything can happen. The hardest 
thing will be getting it started.” 

"You know how to do that, too?" 

"Yes," Lani said, growing annoyed. 

"Glad you're the one doing the disguise and driving parts, that's all I can 
say,” Alex said. 

"Me too,” said Lani. 


»» « « 


It was early the next morning—before dawn—when Charlie tugged Alex's 
sleeve, waking the mage from a restless sleep. 

"Is it happening?” Alex asked, sitting up and peering through the 
darkness. “At this hour? She's going out now?” He wiped his eyes with his 
sleeve and hopped up. 

Charlie nodded emphatically and shook Lani awake. 


Lani scrambled to her feet as if she hadn't just been sound asleep, and 
unpinned the sleeves and legs of her costume. Quickly she smoothed out 
the wrinkles. Without a word she faced away from Alex and began to 
concentrate on becoming the character of Sully the driver, knowing no one 
else could carry out their tasks until she'd succeeded with hers. 

Alex crept up the hill and peered at the drivers, Charlie staying close 
behind. Alex could tell there were three drivers standing in the usual spot, 
but he couldn't tell which one was Sully. He looked over his shoulder. “It's 
too dark," he whispered to Lani. “I can't see. | think I'm going to have to 
take them all out." 

"That's fine," Lani said calmly, her body still swimming in the driver's 
uniform as she worked on getting into character. Her eyes were closed. A 
moment later her body began to fill out the suit, and her face stretched and 
completely redesigned into Sully’s. In minutes, her entire shape and size had 
transformed from a teenage girl into a middle-aged man. 

When she was confident she had solidly transformed into the character 
of Sully, she opened her eyes and took a deep breath, let it out, and 
whispered, “Ready when you are, Alex." 

Alex waved to let her know he heard her, then snuck to the side of the 
palace and pulled out Samheed's stickyclips. He only had one handful, so he 
sized up his targets, knowing he had to hit the farthest driver just right so 
that the other two would be caught in his path, thus dragging all three back 
to Alex at once. He waited until they shuffled a bit, lining up nicely, and 
then he wound up and sent the handful soaring toward the one farthest 
from him. With no time to watch the spell work, Alex sank his hands into 
his pockets once more, pulling out freeze components. He had them just in 
time, for an instant later the three drivers were standing in front of him, 
completely shocked. 

Alex froze them before they could utter a sound, checked on the guards 
to make sure they hadn't noticed, and signaled to Lani that the coast was 
clear for her to take their place. She, as Sully, walked stiffly to her station 
just as a guard poked his head out of the door. 

"Driver!" barked the guard, looking this way and that. 

"Yes, sir," Lani said in Sully's voice. 

The guard looked at Lani with a sneer. “What are you doing back here?" 

Lani froze. “What?” she sputtered, scrambling to understand his meaning. 


The guard came over to Lani and put his face in front of hers. “I said, 
what are you doing back here?” he barked. 

"I'm back to drive the high priest, of course,” she said, trying hard not 
to back away, though the guard's breath was hideous. 

Alex watched in dismay. What was happening? Alex tore his eyes from 
the scene and took a hard look at the three drivers he'd frozen. Close up, 
with dawn finally on its way, he could see their shadowy faces. 

None of them was Sully. 

Alex stifled a gasp and gripped the side of the palace, turning his 
attention back to Lani. Where was the real Sully? And what if he showed 
up? 

The guard frowned. “You left Governor Strang without transportation? 
What's wrong with you? I'll have one of the others drive the high priest.” 

Lani shrank back as she supposed Sully would do in a situation like this 
and risked a glance in Alex's direction, but he was too far away for her to 
make out the expression on his face. Try as she might, she couldn't quite put 
the pieces together. The only thing that was clear was that Sully was 
already out with Governor Strang and must not be among the three drivers 
Alex froze. She didn't know what to say to the smelly man. 

And then she did. 

Her fear turned to disdain, and she straightened up a little. “Ain't you 
heard? The other drivers was taken sick. I'm all you got for now, so I came 
back." She paused, then added, “The governor said it was fine.” 

The guard looked to the area where the drivers normally stood, finding 
no one there. He appeared uncertain, but soon the silence was disturbed by 
a clatter coming from inside the palace, and the guard scurried to open the 
door for the high priest. 

Lani stepped quickly to the nearest car and opened the door to the 
backseat. She kept her head down, but occasionally peeked inside the open 
door to the palace. Gondoleery Rattrapp, her aubergine caftan fluttering, 
exited the palace and strode to the vehicle. The guard scurried behind her, 
leaving the palace door standing open. Lani bowed as the high priest got 
into the vehicle, and while Lani's head was lowered, a movement at the door 
caught her eye. 

Matilda: Sure enough, Matilda the gargoyle darted outside after the guard 
and ran to the back of the vehicle, hiding behind it. Once the guard helped 


Gondoleery into the car and returned to his post, Lani closed Gondoleery’s 
door. She strode to the back of the jalopy, hoping she could figure out how 
to open the trunk. 

She fumbled with the handle in search of a release button, and finally 
found the lever she needed. Sweating, she released the catch and swung the 
hatch open. While Matilda climbed inside, Lani pretended to rearrange 
something, fearing they were about to be caught at any moment. To Lani's 
amazement, no one at the palace noticed the oddity. The guards generally 
seemed as lifeless as any Quillen, and clearly weren't as alert at this early 
hour as they had been the day Lani was invisible. 

"Driver!" barked Gondoleery. “What's taking you so long?” 

"Safety check," Lani called out. She gave Matilda a warm smile, then 
hastily closed the back of the vehicle, went to the driver's door, and got in, 
her eyes searching frantically for a clue to where the ignition was. Her 
father had told her to look near the right side of the steering wheel, but 
because of her nerves, she found herself searching the left. Finally she 
realized her mistake and located the ignition. But there was no key inserted 
in it. 

Lani's heart dropped. She fought back the panic. For a second she had no 
idea what to do, but then she quickly patted down her driver's uniform 
pockets. Of course there was nothing there. 

"I apologize for the delay,” she said. She burst from the vehicle and ran in 
the direction of Alex, past the guard. 

"What's going on?” the guard shouted at her. 

"I'm feeling sick like the others," Lani called back over her shoulder. 
“Have to vomit! You know? Back in a moment.” She sped to the back of the 
palace and rounded the corner. 

Alex, who had seen her coming, figured out what the problem was. He 
was hurriedly searching the drivers’ pockets, pulling out all the keys he 
could find. He shoved them at Lani. 

Her hands were shaking. She closed her hand over the keys. “They think 
I'm chunking up my breakfast,” she said, and nearly began laughing 
hysterically. 

"So I heard,” Alex said. “Take a breath. It's going to be fine. Just take your 
time and find the right key.” 


"I think I should try to freeze her while I have her in the backseat, once 
we're away from the guards and the palace. Then you can finish her off. 
Doesn't that make more sense? I'm worried she's already suspicious.” 

"If you can manage it, that's fine, but concentrate on driving.” 

Lani nodded. "I'll only do it if I have a sure shot." 

"Okay." Alex reached up and gripped Lani’s man shoulders. “I'm going to 
watch from here until you make it outside the palace grounds, and then 
Charlie and I will see you at the designated spot. Take it slow. You okay?" 

Lani nodded. 

"Okay." Alex patted her on the back. “I think you're done puking now.” 

Lani sucked in a deep breath. “Okay. Yes. Thanks.” She smiled and 
turned around, ready to hurry back to the vehicle. But as she rounded the 
corner of the palace, she ran smack into the guard, and with a loud ooof! the 
two bodies went tumbling to the ground. 
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A Wild Ride 


Mex gasped, then automatically reached for a freeze component and sent it 


soaring at the guard. He lunged for the guard's legs and dragged the man 
behind the palace before anybody else could notice, while Lani got to her 
feet, scrambled to pick up the keys she'd dropped, and dusted off Sully’s 
suit. 

"Go, Lani!" Alex whispered. “Before the other guard notices!" 

Lani needed no further urging. She took long strides to the vehicle, got 
in the driver's seat, and shoved the first key in. It didn’t fit. 

"What in Quill is going on around here?” Gondoleery barked. “If I had 
another driver I'd zap you dead right now. Get me to the Commons 
immediately” 

Lani, deep in character once more and feeling as if she were the true 
Sully, felt a chill spread through her. Her fingers trembled. “I'm sorry,” she 
whispered. She dropped the first key on the floor of the vehicle and tried 
the second one. 

The second key didn't fit either. 

“Come on," muttered Gondoleery. She pointed her finger at Lani and shot 
a tiny fireball, hitting her in the back of her head. 

"Oh!" Lani recoiled, her hand automatically going up to the wounded 
spot and tamping out the smoldering bits of hair. “Ouch! Please don't do 
that!” Blindly she shoved the third key into the ignition, praying for it to fit. 

It did. Lani turned it hard and held it for a second or two, like her father 
had told her, waiting for it to sound like a real running vehicle. The engine 


roared, then screeched angrily. Lani let go of the key, and the engine 
quieted and stayed chugging. She'd done it! 

She breathed heavily and looked around for the gearshift. Once she 
found it, she ducked her stinging head to look at the pedals on the floor. 
"The pedal on the right makes you go," she remembered her father saying. 
She found the gear stick next to her and gently pushed it, testing its 
resistance. It didn't budge. Cringing, knowing Gondoleery could shoot a 
fireball at her again anytime, she gripped the stick and shoved it, hoping to 
land it in the right place. When it moved into gear, she pushed her foot on 
the pedal on the right. The engine revved a little. She pushed the pedal 
harder, and they started moving. 

Sweat poured off Lani's head now. She gripped the steering wheel until 
her knuckles were white, and pressed harder on the pedal. The vehicle 
picked up speed down the driveway. She tested the steering wheel, finding 
that slight movements of it didn't really do anything. Peering ahead in the 
weak morning light, she aimed for the portcullis. 

Behind the palace, Alex watched, barely able to breathe. When the 
vehicle began to move, Alex left the frozen drivers and the guard where 
they were, scrambled back down the hill to Charlie, picked him up and 
carried him like a baby, and began running from rock to rock around the 
curve of the island. He had to get past the portcullis and cross the road to 
Haluki's house as quickly as possible, and hopefully catch a glimpse of Lani 
driving slowly, steadily, and successfully toward the desolate area. He 
moved as quickly as he could while carrying Charlie. The weight of the 
stone gargoyle was going to slow him down—he knew that much already. 
But Charlie wasn't a fast enough runner to keep up, so there was no other 
way. 

The vehicle was rapidly picking up speed as Lani drove down the hill. 
With the palace gate in sight, she sat up higher in the seat and leaned 
forward over the steering wheel. Why wasn't the gate opening? 

The vehicle's velocity continued to increase. Lani's father had said the 
Quillitary vehicles moved painfully slowly, but that didn't seem to be the 
case today. If somebody didn't open up the gate soon... . Lani pulled her 
foot completely off the gas pedal and wildly began to feel around for the 
other pedal, which was the brake. She got her shoe stuck between the two 
pedals for a moment, still unused to her large Sully feet. She panicked and 


looked down, trying to free it. Giving it a hard yank, she pulled it loose and 
looked up at the road. The gate loomed in front of her, still closed. 

Suddenly two guards jumped up from their sleeping positions on the 
ground and scrambled to open the gate, but it was too late. They could only 
leap out of the way as the jalopy crashed into the iron structure, sending 
rusty metal pieces flying through the air. 

Lani gasped, knowing the high priest could kill her at any moment. But 
she also knew that Gondoleery probably wouldn't do that as long she was 
driving the vehicle, because then they'd crash. Banking on that tiny bit of 
comfort, Lani forced herself to breathe and kept going. 

"Well!" exclaimed Gondoleery as the gates clattered to the sides of the 
road behind them. “That was unusual.” 

Lani cringed, waiting for punishment, but she was also intent on keeping 
the vehicle on the road, which was much harder to do than she had 
expected. It kept trying to turn to one side, so Lani was constantly tugging 
the steering wheel toward the other, causing them to bounce and sway. 

"You know, driver, I always hated that gate," Gondoleery added dryly. 

"Yes, your greatness,” mumbled Lani. Her foot finally landed solidly on 
the brake pedal, but every time she pushed on it, they lunged forward 
uncomfortably, so after a while she just rode down the hill trying not to 
swerve too wildly. 

"L say, driver," Gondoleery said, rising up and leaning forward. “Is 
something wrong with this vehicle?” 

“Oh, most likely, I'm sure," Lani replied. “Dozens of things.” She began 
improvising the way Mr. Appleblossom had taught them in theater class. 
"The treads are broken," she said, “the joist is, ah, completely melted 
through, the grids are nowhere to be found, and . . . we're out of chicken 
grease.” She caught Gondoleery’'s frown in her rearview mirror. 

"I thought Aaron came up with a new substance to replace the chicken 
grease,” Gondoleery said suspiciously. 

"Right," Lani said quickly. “This vehicle hasn't gotten any yet, though.” 

"Its going awfully fast for a vehicle that is out of oil,” Gondoleery 
muttered. She flounced back in her seat. 

As they reached the bottom of the hill and the road flattened out, the 
jalopy began to slow down. Lani, who'd barely gotten used to handling the 
steering wheel alone, without using her feet on the pedals at the same time, 


now began to panic. Worried that Gondoleery might attack her if she 
stopped, she pressed down hard on the gas pedal. The vehicle lurched 
forward, the tires spinning and spraying loose gravel behind them. Lani and 
Gondoleery were flung back in their seats, and the car began swerving and 
sliding. 

"Sorry!" Lani exclaimed in a voice too high pitched to be Sully’s. Stay in 
character! she commanded herself. You are Sully! She lifted her foot off the 
pedal and gripped the wheel, trying to straighten the vehicle's path. This 
was so much more difficult than she had anticipated. And if she lost her 
concentration as Sully, she'd also lose her disguise, which would foil 
everything. She had to stay calm—had to!—and get this trip under control. 

Once the ride smoothed out, Lani began to breathe normally, and she 
reinforced her role as Sully. By the time she had her wits about her again, 
Lani remembered that she was supposed to be going somewhat slowly to 
give Alex time to get to the meeting spot. But this vehicle wasn't moving 
anywhere nearly as slowly as her father had said it would—they were 
speeding along. She wondered if Aaron's new oil was responsible. They 
certainly hadn't factored that in. 

Meanwhile, as Alex raced around the curve of the island on his way to 
Haluki's house, Charlie on his hip, he heard the shouts of the gate guards 
and the subsequent crash, and he saw one part of the portcullis come flying 
down the hill toward him. But he also heard the vehicle chugging away, so 
he didn't stop to investigate what had happened. Instead he continued 
along the shore until the line of rooftops that covered the governors’ houses 
came into view, then dashed up the hill to the main road. 

When he saw that the road was clear and the dust was rising toward 
Artimé, he knew Lani was well on her way. He shifted Charlie to his other 
hip and dashed across the road to Haluki’s house. “What's happening with 
Matilda?” he asked the gargoyle as he jiggled the door handle. 

Charlie signed something, but Alex was so busy trying to get into the 
house that he didn't catch anything the gargoyle was saying—not that he 
understood much sign language, anyway. And there was no time to try to 
decipher it now. Lani must have been going a lot faster than Alex 
anticipated to have been raising dust that far down the road, and he was 
starting to worry that he wasn't going to make it to the desolate area in 
time. 


Once inside Haluki's house, Alex ran straight to the office. Holding 
Charlie to his chest, he entered the tube in the closet and slammed his hand 
down on the button. Instantly he was transported to the mansion. Wasting 
no time, Alex sprinted out of the kitchenette, past his office and private 
quarters, past the Museum of Large and the two mysterious doors, and out 
onto the balcony. He raced down the stairs, crying, “Open the door, Sim!" 

Simber obliged. “Need help?” he growled. 

"No thanks!" Alex yelled, running through the open door. "She'd know 
something was up if she caught sight of you.” 

Simber shook his head, eyes worried, but Alex was long gone and didn't 
see it. 

Once outside Artimé, Alex turned a sharp left on the road that led to the 
palace. It wasn't far to the desolate area. 

From under Alex's arm, Charlie frantically began signing. 

"She's almost there?” Alex guessed. He pushed his body even harder, his 
lungs and thighs burning, and his arms aching from carrying the heavy 
statue. 

Charlie nodded. 

“Buckets of crud," Alex muttered. “She's driving way too fast!" Still 
running, he adjusted Charlie and reached into the pocket where he kept the 
special dangerous component. He pinched it between his fingers and 
carefully extracted it. 

In the distance Alex could see Sky, Carina, and Samheed standing by the 
road facing away from him, watching a dust cloud that rose up, growing 
steadily closer. They appeared ready to fake an emergency and flag the 
vehicle down. Thankfully, without any help from Alex, they'd seen the dust 
and figured out Lani was coming. Alex felt a moment of relief. But soon the 
outline of a vehicle pushed out in front of the dust and an occasional glint 
of the morning sun bounced off the rusting chrome. 

Charlie signed frantically with his two-thumbed hand in front of Alex's 
face, but Alex only picked up on a few words like “fast” and “soon.” “Got it," 
he panted, even though he hadn't. He hoped Gondoleery wouldn't look 
past Lani's head to see him running toward the vehicle, but it couldn't be 
helped. He had to get there! 

The young mage pressed on as the vehicle grew alarmingly closer, but he 
was having trouble getting enough breath to propel him any faster, and his 


body threatened to collapse. He pushed himself to his limit, but it wasn't 
enough. The vehicle's arrival was imminent. 

With Alex too far away to do anything, Samheed, Carina, and Sky 
jumped out into the road. The vehicle swerved and slowed. Alex stumbled, 
overcorrected, slipped on loose gravel, and fell to the road. Charlie jumped 
from his arms just in time as the spell component flew from Alex's grasp. 
The gargoyle reached out and nimbly caught the component between two 
thumbs as Alex skidded to a stop on the ground behind him. 

Stunned and in pain, Alex lay still for a second, then came to his senses 
and scrambled to his feet, his breath too ragged to even allow him to say 
thanks to Charlie. He took the component, staggered forward, and left 
Charlie behind. 

"Hide," Alex warned Charlie in a ragged voice. It was all he could 
manage. 

Charlie hopped to the side of the road and lay down in the ditch, then 
crawled up to the edge of it to watch. 

Alex focused on the scene before him and picked up his speed once 
more. The vehicle had stopped. The drivers window was down. Sky, 
Carina, and Samheed were gesturing and playing their parts perfectly. As 
Samheed took the lead role in acting out their predicament, Sky glanced 
over her shoulder anxiously, and saw Alex. Immediately she turned back 
toward the car and shifted her position to block Gondoleery from being 
able to see him approach. 

Come on, Stowe! Alex urged himself. He was nearly within range now. With 
Sky blocking his view, he didn't see Gondoleery open her door. He barely 
saw Lani leap out of the car. He could tell that something was happening, but 
he couldn't hear what anybody was saying. 

Yet everything became instantly clear when Carina flew backward, a 
dagger of ice sticking through her shoulder. Samheed, blasted off his feet in 
a fiery burst, landed on the ground with flames taking hold of his clothing. 

Alex's heart stopped. He saw Lani desperately searching Sully's pockets, 
but he realized at the same time she did that in this disguise, and in 
character, her component vest wasn't accessible. And Sky had little magical 
ability, if any. Instinctively, Sky moved back and put her hands in the air. 

Alex had no trouble seeing Gondoleery now. The high priest raised her 
hand and pointed toward Sky. 


Alex had no time to think. He slowed, raised his spell component with 
an aching arm, focused on Gondoleery, and let it fly, yelling at the top of 
his lungs, “Pulverize!" 

At the shout, Gondoleery turned. She saw Alex and leaped toward Sky, 
trying to dodge whatever it was he'd cast. Sky grabbed the old woman by 
the face and pulled her to the ground, then tried to fight off the high priest's 
kicks and punches. 

Lani's disguise began to melt, and all too slowly she began changing once 
more into the Lani everybody knew. She floundered inside the suit with her 
mishmash of Sully/Lani body parts, trying frantically to get the clothes off 
so she could help. Carina, still skewered, dove at Samheed, knocking him to 
the ground, and rolled him over, desperate to put out the flames. 

Alex's clear component sailed slowly through the air, trying to reach its 
intended target. But Alex had been too far away and his body too spent to 
give it the proper launch. With Gondoleery rolling on the ground with Sky, 
the tiny component hit the side of the vehicle and bounced to the ground. 

Then, with an excruciating cracking sound, the entire jalopy imploded, 
shattering into a billion tiny pieces. Alex watched in horror. 

Lani dove for cover, still tangled in the suit. Gondoleery paused in her 
fight with Sky to see what the noise was, and Sky clocked her with all her 
might, three fast blows right in the face, knocking the old woman 
unconscious. And Charlie, behind Alex, came running soundlessly, except 
for his little footsteps, toward the huge pile of dust that had once been the 
vehicle. His arms were flailing, and his mouth was open in a silent scream. 





Disastrous Consequences 


Mex gaped at the giant pile of dust that had once been a vehicle, and then 
he looked at his injured friends and began running once more, this time 
somehow finding new energy from his tremendous fear. He had to stop this! 
He couldn't lose another friend! He ripped through his pockets, desperate 
for heart attack spells, knowing full well he wouldn't find any because he 
refused to carry them. He'd vowed never to use them again after Mr. Today's 
death. And it had made sense for him then. But Gondoleery was a different 
matter, and it dawned on him that she was not just the most powerful ruler 
Quill had ever seen—she was more powerful than Alex and all his friends 
combined. And because she seemed to have no moral sense at all, she was a 
hundred times more dangerous than he'd ever imagined. 

“Are you okay, Sky?" Alex shouted as he neared. 

Sky lay on her back, chest heaving from the fight with Gondoleery, and 
then attempted to shove the limp woman off her. She stuck a hand in the 
air, indicating she was all right. 

"What the heck just happened?” Samheed muttered, on his back at the 
side of the road. He stared glassy-eyed at the sky, and then at Carina, who 


was struggling to get off of him. She winced and fell, holding her ice- 
pierced arm close to her body. 

As Alex reached them, fearing the worst, Samheed struggled to his feet, 
his clothing still smoldering. He beat what was left of his shirt with his fists, 
tamping out the last burning orange shreds. Not far away, Lani finally got 
the enormous suit off and ran to help Sky untangle herself from the 
unconscious high priest. 

Carina rose to her feet. She grimaced, gripped the end of the ice blade, 
and yanked it out of her shoulder. She let out a ragged cry, nearly sinking to 
her knees from the pain, but then rallied. When she caught her breath, she 
held the ice out to Alex. “Break the clean part off,” she said weakly. “Give it 
to Sam for his burns.” 

Alex nodded and cracked the ice over his knee. He tossed the bloody 
end to the ground and handed the other half to Samheed. 

"The ice . . . will help the burns on your skin,” Carina told Samheed. 

Samheed held the ice, staring at it. 

Alex sprang to help. “Put it against your chest,” he said. “Like this.” 

"He's dazed,” Carina said. “You all right, Sam?” she asked him. 

Samheed shook his head a little as if just waking up. “Yeah. I'm okay." 

"Good." With Alex helping Samheed, Carina turned to her wound, then 
gripped her shoulder tightly to try to stop the blood that flowed from it. 

With Alex's help, Samheed gently pressed the ice to his chest, moving it 
over the burned skin and wincing as it went. “That was horrible,” he said. 
He pulled the ice away. “It's cold.” 

"Yeah," said Alex, peering at Samheed's burns. He took the ice and 
continued to do what Carina had instructed. 

"We need to kill her," Samheed mumbled. He reached into the pockets of 
his Necessary disguise and pulled out melted and charred spell components, 
examining them and then dropping them to the ground. They were all 
ruined. 

Sky and Lani limped over. “The high priest is out cold.” 

“Good work," Alex said. 

“Are you going to finish her off, Al?” asked Samheed, who was beginning 
to sound more like his old self. 

Alex looked over at Gondoleery. Her body was twisted, and a bruise had 
begun to swell around the old woman's eye. He frowned. “I don't have 


anything else lethal.” 

"What, you only made one component that did that?” Samheed asked, 
pointing to the giant pile of dust that Charlie was desperately digging 
through. Sky was the first to notice the gargoyle, and she watched him, 
puzzled. 


"Yes," replied Alex. “And that evidence is precisely the reason why. We 
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don't need spells like that in circulation.” 

“Maybe Carina has some good components—" Samheed began. 

Sky interrupted. “What is Charlie doing over there?” 

Alex and Lani looked over, and then they both gasped. “Oh no!" cried 
Alex. He dashed toward Charlie. 

"Its Matilda," Lani said. “She was hidden in the trunk!" She followed Alex 
to Charlie's side. 

Sky went to help too. “Do you think Matilda is pulverized because she 
was inside the vehicle?” 

"I don't know," Alex said grimly. “She was the only one touching it when 
it happened.” His chest tightened, and a grim realization came over him. 
Not just Matilda's life had been in danger when he cast that spell. He could 
have hit Lani, or Sky, or . . . The thought sickened him. “What was | 
thinking, making that thing?” he muttered, digging through the pile of 
remains. “What a stupid move. Please . . . she has to be okay." 

Samheed, who was still reeling a bit and had stayed back, now turned to 
Carina. “How is your shoulder? Wait—Carina?” She stood slightly bent, her 
eyes glazed, her face expressionless. “Carina? Are you okay?” 

"Hfff," she said, and dropped slowly to her knees. Her eyes rolled back 
into her head, and she fell face-first in the dirt and lay eerily still. 

The back of her shirt was soaked in blood. 
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A Missed Opportunity 


Samheed dropped the ice and stumbled to Carina's side just as a shout rose 
up from Lani. 

"I can feel something solid!" she said, covered in tiny dustlike particles. 
"Just here, straight down. An arm, | think.” 

Alex, Lani, Sky, and Charlie altered their search, and soon they found 
both of Matilda's arms. They gripped them tightly, and on the count of 
three they pulled with all their might. From under hundreds of pounds of 
pulverized-vehicle dust, Matilda emerged, eyes wide, scared, and 
unblinking. They rushed to get her away from the dust and gently sat her 
down on the road. Charlie hopped to her side, knelt down, and peered at 
her face, cupping her chin and stroking the dust from her cheek with the 
utmost care. 

Sky blinked hard, wringing her hands and feeling utterly helpless. “Is she 
okay?" she whispered. 

Matilda sneezed daintily, dust spraying from her nostrils onto Charlie. 
He didn’t seem to mind. Charlie signed, “She's okay,” and Sky let out a 
breath of relief. So did Alex and Lani. 

“Close one,” Alex muttered. "Too close." 

Alex!" Samheed called. 

Alex shouted over his shoulder. “We found Matilda! She's okay." 

"Al, you need to come quickly.” Samheed's voice was dead serious. 

Alex looked up. His eyes widened when he saw Carina, limp in 
Samheed's arms, and Samheed swaying like he could fall over at any 
moment. “What happened?” He started toward them. 


"The ice spear must have pierced all the way through her shoulder. She's 
lost a lot of blood. We have to get her back to Artimé right now.” His arms 
trembled, and he took an unsteady step forward. 

Alex reached him and quickly but carefully took Carina from Samheed's 
arms. Her face was gray and lifeless, like Meghan's had been, and he felt a 
wave of nausea come over him. But she was still breathing. There was still 
hope for her. "Come on, everybody!" he said, his voice edged in hysteria. 
"We have to go before it's too late!” 

“But what about Gondoleery?” Lani asked. 

Alex couldn't think. He could see Carina's pockets were still full, and he 
knew she always carried heart attack spells. But he couldn't stop thinking 
about how he'd nearly destroyed Matilda or pulverized Lani or Sky instead 
of the car. Balancing Carina on his knee, he reached into her pocket and 
pulled out a handful of heart attack spells and stared at them. They wavered 
before him. Slipping his arm under Carinas knees again, he stumbled 
toward the high priest. He stood looking over her limp, unconscious figure. 

Alex squeezed his eyelids shut and closed his fist around the 
components. Mr. Today's face danced before him. The postscript of the old 
mage's last communication rang in Alex's ears. Five beart attack components, what 
a waste! He could've done the deed with three. 

Aaron appeared in Alex's mind, a strange look on his twin’s face as he'd 
handed Alex the robe. Fear, was it? Regret? It didn't matter. From that 
moment, Alex had vowed not to use heart attack spells. 

"Just do it, Al! Samheed yelled. “Hurry up, before Carina dies!" 

Lani rushed to Alex's side. “TII do it,” she said. “Give me the components.” 

Sky stood silent at the side of the road, lips pressed tightly together. She 
had no say in this matter. 

Claire's warning about getting it right the first time rang in Alex's ears. 
He opened his eyes and looked at the old woman—unconscious, feeble, 
and helpless on the ground. He couldn't do it. 

"What kind of horrible person would I be if I killed her now?” Alex said, 
looking at Lani. “Or if I let you? She's helpless! I'm not a coward.” 

"Al!" Samheed shouted, staggering toward them. “You're being stupid! 
Let's do what we came here to do!” 

"I said I'll do it, Alex," Lani said firmly. “Give me the components.” She 
grabbed his arm. 


He wrenched it away. “Look at her!" he screamed, staring at the woman. 
"Will you please look at her and think about what you are doing? No, Lani! 
I said no!” He turned away. “Let's go.” 

"Alex," Samheed pleaded. “Come on! At least take her with us as a 
prisoner.” 

Alex looked at him. “How?” he asked, incredulous. "My hands are full. 
Youre not fit to carry anything, and we need Lani to help you walk. 
Gondoleery is way too heavy for Sky to carry alone. We don't have time for 
this!" Alex said. He balanced Carina once more, shoved the heart attack 
spells into his pocket and pulled out a freeze spell, awkwardly casting it at 
the old woman. “There! Happy now? I'll send Simber back to get her." 

Samheed stared, anger boiling in his eyes. 

Alex adjusted Carina’s still body in his arms as he stumbled to the road. 
"I'm so tired of death,” he muttered. With his vision blurred by emotion, he 
broke into a shuffling gait toward Artimé. “Come on!" he screamed over his 
shoulder, and didn't wait to see if anyone was following him. He began 
picking up speed as panic set in and he realized he really could lose Carina, 
too. The thought of digging another grave for a friend filled his heart with 
dread. 

Slowly Sky followed, with the gargoyles walking along beside her. Then 
Lani reluctantly turned away from the high priest and helped Samheed. 

When they were long out of sight and the spell had worn off, 
Gondoleery Rattrapp opened her unbruised eye and stared at the sky. After 
a moment she sat up and began to decipher what had happened. She 
frowned in the direction of Artimé, completely puzzled by their leader's 
stupidity in not killing her when he had the chance. 

Despite her pain, a deep chuckle rose from her throat, for she knew this 
battle was going to be far easier than she'd ever imagined. 

By the time Simber came for her, she was gone. 





No Respect 


Another stormy morning passed with no one doing a single thing for Aaron. 
His hunger was gnawing away at his stomach now, and he didn't know what 
to do. Why wouldn't they wait on him? Were they trying to starve him just 
because he accidentally killed Mr. Today? 

Aaron gave up yelling and sat up in bed, holding his aching head in his 
hands. His shoulder was not as sore today, and his legs didn't feel like butter 
anymore. As the hours passed, all Aaron could do was think about how 
everybody had abandoned him. 

"This wouldn't have happened if I'd said I was Alex,” Aaron muttered. 
And even though he believed it to be true, the thought made him furious. 
He'd been mistaken for his twin a dozen times in his life, and when he'd 
gone along with it, he'd almost always gained in the end. Like when Alex 
took the blame for Aaron's infraction. Or when the rock in the jungle 
assumed he was Alex because of what Mr. Today had told him. 

But those instances were becoming less and less satisfying. He didn't 
want to be Alex. He wanted to be himself. Why didn't anybody seem to 
respect him as Aaron like they respected Alex? He didn't have the faintest 
idea. He couldn't even get anyone to respond to him here, much less tell 
him how he'd arrived and what had happened. 

By early evening, Aaron could take it no longer. He was desperate for 
water and food, and he could smell something irresistible. He rolled off the 
cot and crouched on the floor for a long minute, and then shakily he rose to 


his feet. His sight went black for a precarious moment, but it returned, and 
soon Aaron was taking a step at a time toward the doorway. 

When he reached it, he grabbed hold and leaned heavily against it, 
breathing hard. And then slowly he followed the wafting scent of food past 
a large open area, where a fire crackled and smoke disappeared through the 
ceiling. 

Sitting around the fire on thin cushions were three old men eating out of 
bowls with strange wooden utensils. There was a fourth, empty cushion, 
and a bowl filled with colorful food sat in front of it, keeping warm near the 
fire. Next to the bowl was the teacup Aaron had tried to smash the day 
before. 

Ishibashi looked up. “You will wait there until you have been recognized 
by the eldest in the room,” he said evenly. 

Aaron stopped walking and stared. He was not used to being spoken to 
like this. “What?” he asked. 

"Do not speak!” Ishibashi said. “Wait.” He took a bite of his food and 
then sipped his tea. 

Aaron began to protest, but then thought better of it. With food so 
close, he didn't want to jeopardize his chances at getting some. His mouth 
watered. He waited. 

Finally, Ito looked up. “Suwarinasai," he said forcefully. Sit and eat. 

Aaron stared. He opened his mouth to speak, but Ishibashi stopped him. 

"Do not speak," the man warned. 

Aaron held up his hands in surrender to the strange rules, and finally 
Ishibashi nodded. “Okay, Aaron, you may join us for dinner.” 

Aaron, whose legs felt wobbly again from just standing there, was 
relieved to hobble forward once more. He could hardly handle the delicious 
smell of the food. He reached the fire at a record pace and awkwardly, 
painfully, lowered himself to the cushion on the floor. 

He reached for the cup of tea and immediately drank it down. And then 
he picked up the wooden utensils from the bowl and examined them. 
These are sticks,” he said. 

"Silence," said Ishibashi. 

“But they're sticks. Don’t you have a fork?" 

Ishibashi stopped chewing and stared straight ahead, as if he were trying 
not to lose his temper. In his native language, the man apologized to his 


two comrades for the interruption of their very fine meal. He placed his 
bowl on the floor and stood up. 

Aaron watched him nervously. “What are you doing?” he demanded. 

When Ishibashi reached down to take Aaron's bowl, Aarons eyes 
widened. 

"No!" he said, pulling it away. “I'll eat it with the sticks!" He tried to 
shove some food onto the sticks but only made a mess. And Aaron, in his 
weakened state, was no match for the wiry man. Ishibashi snatched the 
bowl of food and the utensils away, disappearing out of the main gathering 
room, while Aaron began to whimper. 

"You can't do that!" Aaron yelled after him. “That's my food! You said I 
could eat!" He turned to the other two and implored, “He said I could eat!” 

Ito and Sato ignored Aaron and continued eating. 

"What is wrong with you people?” Aaron said, beginning to get hysterical 
when he realized he wasn't going to get any food. “You're stupid! Don't you 
know who I am? I could send you to the Ancients Sector like that if we were 
back home. I hate you! I hate all of you! You are my enemies! I hope you die 
a thousand deaths!" His voice cracked. He choked back a sob. He struggled 
to get to his feet, falling down more than once in his attempt to get away 
from them, and staggered to the main entry, where he could feel the wind 
and rain of the raging storm, but he didn't care. He had to get out of this 
place. He had to find something to eat. As he maneuvered past the maze of 
rocks at the entry, the wind blasted him off his feet. He landed on his hands 
and knees in a puddle, the rain pelting his body. In an instant he was soaked 
through, and the raindrops blended with his angry tears. 

He sank to the ground, turning his head toward the sky, and lay there, 
exhausted, unable to get up. Once again he drank the plentiful water from 
the sky, because there was nothing else. 

A few minutes later, when no one came after him, Aaron slowly rolled 
himself over. Weak, he crawled back inside and sat in the entrance, his back 
pressed against the rock wall, eyes closed, jaw hardened. Water streamed 
down him onto the floor. 

When Ishibashi walked past with a bundle of dry clothing and deposited 
it in Aaron's room of the shelter, Aaron didn't call out to him or demand 
anything. He didn't speak. He didn't even look at the man. Instead, he 
gathered his strength so he could make the journey back to his cot. 


And once he finally made it there and managed to change out of his wet 
clothes and into the dry ones, Aaron eased onto the cot and fell asleep. 
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A Rough Night 


Alex had plenty of time to think as he sat by Carina’s bedside in the hospital 
ward, waiting and hoping that she'd wake up. He spent most of the day 
with his head in his hands, his fingers threaded through his tangle of hair, 
thinking of all the things he could have done better. 

Samheed slept in a bed nearby, Lani in a chair by his side. Neither one of 
them would speak to him. 

And Alex knew that somewhere in Quill, the most dangerous person 
alive was probably cackling away, realizing that the head of Artimé was an 
idiot. 

Once Simber had returned and delivered the news that Gondoleery was 
gone, he kept out of Alex's way. Florence stayed silent as well, knowing the 
incidents were still too raw and too recent for them to have a good 
discussion about tactics and to determine if Alex had done the right thing. 
That would have to wait a while. But not too long, for Gondoleery would 
certainly step up her game. 

In the darkest hour of the night, Henry came up to check on Carina. “I 
brought you some water,” he said, handing a cup to Alex. 

“Thanks,” Alex said. He took it and looked wearily at Carina as Henry 
checked her over. “How is she?” 

Henry was quiet for a long moment as he assessed his patient. “She's 
doing better," he said after a while. “She'll be okay." 

Alex let out a breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I'm so glad," he 
managed to choke out, relieved beyond measure. 

Henry paused to watch the mage for a moment. He glanced across the 
room at his sister, who was watching too. Lani frowned and looked away, 


then leaned forward in her chair and rested her head on Samheed's bed. 

Henry had heard the whole story by now from Lani. He'd never seen her 
and Samheed so angry with Alex before. Or with anyone, for that matter. It 
was disconcerting. Henry decided that as a healer, he had to stay neutral. 
And he was as loyal to Alex as he was to his sister after all they'd been 
through. 

“How's Samheed?" Alex asked after a while. 

"He's fine,” Henry said. “We have good medicine to heal burns now. He 
can leave in the morning if he wants to.” 

"That's good.” 

"The high priest has some pretty powerful spells, though, doesn’t she?” 

Alex nodded. “Yeah, they're awful.” 

"FII make sure we have lots of the burn medicine on hand for the future.” 

"That's a good plan," Alex said. "And something for the ice spears.” 

"We can handle those injuries too, if we get to them in time.” 

Alex nodded. “We didn't know ... ," he began, trying to explain. “Carina 
didn't say anything about how bad it was." 

Henry smiled. “I believe that.” 

Alex studied the boy. “You're really meant for this, Henry. You're an 
excellent healer.” 

Henry's smile faded, and he turned back to Carina, straightening her 
blankets. "Not quite good enough, though," he said. 

Alex was taken aback. “What do you mean?" 

Henry didn't look at him. “I should have saved Meghan.” 

Alex sat up. “Henry, don't do that to yourself. General Blair killed her. It 
was too late. Nobody could have saved her. Not even Mr. Today.” 

Henry paused in his work and said nothing. After a moment his fingers 
brushed against the tin box that had become a permanent fixture in his 
component vest. He glanced at Lani and Samheed, now asleep, and then at 
the mage. "Alex?" he said. 

Alex looked up. “Yes?” 

“Can I tell you something?” 

Alex nodded solemnly. “Yes, Henry. Anything.” 

Henry looked away, his heart pounding as he remembered Ishibashi's 
words. He must tell no one about the powers of the magical seaweed. But 


surely he could tell Alex. Alex could help him decide when to use it, so that 
Henry didn't have to make that awful decision himself. 

“Consent,” Ishibashi had said. Giving the seaweed to save someone 
wasn't Henry's decision, or Alex's. It was the decision of the person who 
needed it, once they fully understood the consequences. If they didn't say 
yes, then Henry could not administer it. 

Alex touched Henry's sleeve. “What is it?” 

Henry looked at Alex for a long moment, then said, “If you were dying 
and someone had medicine that would heal you and keep you alive, perhaps 
forever, would you take it?” 

Alex stared at Henry, and then, realizing Henry was completely serious, 
he thought about it for a long time. 

Henry watched him think. 

Many minutes went by. About the time Henry feared Alex had drifted 
off to sleep, Alex looked up and met Henry's gaze. The mage shook his 
head. “No, Henry," he said. “I wouldn't take that medicine.” 

Henry stared at Alex, a most intense look on his face. “Are you sure?” 

Alex nodded. “I'm one hundred percent sure.” 

Henry sucked in a breath and let it out, and then he nodded. “Okay,” he 
whispered. "Thanks. Good to know.” He turned to Carina, and then glanced 
back at Alex. “If you ever change your mind, will you let me know?” 

Alex tried not to laugh. “Yes, I will.” 

Seemingly satisfied, Henry turned again to Carina and fussed over her 
for a moment, then excused himself. 

Alex watched him go, completely puzzled. After a time, his eyelids 
drooped, and he rested back against his chair and slept. 
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Aaron Does Something Right 


When Aaron woke up the next morning to the most heavenly smells, he 
wasn't quite sure what to do. After a long night of dreams in which Ishibashi 
was constantly taking food away from him, Aaron was more exhausted than 
ever. He rolled over and glanced at the little table, noticing that someone 
had put a pitcher of water there. Did that mean water was all he would get 
today? Why wasn't Ishibashi explaining anything to him? Aaron had no idea 
what the man wanted of him, and he was tired of trying to figure it out. 

After a while, with his stomach bucking in hunger, Aaron got up and 
slowly made his way to the room that had the fire, where the old men were 
just sitting down to eat breakfast. Aaron's mouth watered at the sight of the 
food, and there was a steaming bowl and cup set up for him just like last 
night. He couldn't mess this up today. 

He stood in the entry area to the large room and waited for the oldest 
one to notice him. After several minutes, with Aaron standing painfully still, 
Ito finally looked up and said something that sounded a little less gruff than 
the night before. “Douzo tabete.” You may as well eat. 

Aaron glanced at Ishibashi, who didn’t look at him, but seemed to nod 
just slightly, giving Aaron the courage to approach the fire and the cushion 
on the floor. He eased his way to the floor, noticing that he ached a bit less 
today than he had before. He looked at the bowl. It was filled with a little 
broth and some sort of grain, a variety of vegetables, and seafood. It seemed 
a very hearty meal, though totally foreign to Aaron. He glanced at the tea, 
which was familiar, and then watched what Ishibashi and the other two 
were doing. 


He started with the tea, which was twice as bitter as it had been before, 
and he struggled not to choke on it. He drank it slowly, feeling the 
bitterness practically scraping the insides of his throat, all the way to his 
stomach. When he was finished, he set the cup down gently, and without 
daring to look anywhere but at the food in front of him, he picked up the 
bowl in one hand. Holding it close to his mouth, he wrapped his fist around 
the stick utensils and dug them into the food, trying to get a little bit of it to 
stay on. He lifted the sticks carefully to his mouth, ignoring the pain that 
stabbed through his shoulder. And with his hand shaking, he dumped the 
scant contents into his mouth. 

The deep flavor of the food wrapped around his tongue and made his 
eyes roll back in pleasure. He dug the utensils into the food again, trying to 
get as much of the unfamiliar, delicious bits to stay on as possible, and then 
he poured the food into his mouth and almost swallowed it whole, wanting 
to taste it but not wanting to waste any time getting the food into his 
stomach. 

Bite after awkward bite, Aaron ate as quickly as he could, always trying 
to remember not to speak or do anything to make Ishibashi mad. When he 
had devoured the last of the food and had poured the remaining broth 
down his throat, he was tempted to lick the bowl, but something told him 
that was taking things a bit too far. Instead, he set his bowl on the floor 
gently and clasped his hands in his lap. 

His stomach bulged and finally stopped complaining. Aaron stared at the 
fire, not sure what he was supposed to do now, but even if Ishibashi yelled 
at him again, at least he'd eaten. The throbbing in his head began to subside 
a little bit, which was a welcome relief. 

"Would you like more tea?" Ishibashi said, startling Aaron. 

Aaron looked up, not sure what the right answer was. “Yes?” he said. 

Ishibashi's eyebrows snapped together into a frown, causing Aaron to 
panic. 

"Yes, please," the boy whispered, hoping that would help. When it 
seemed to calm the lines in Ishibashi’s forehead, Aaron relaxed slightly and 
noted that maybe he should say please again in the future. 

As Ishibashi lifted the teapot, Aaron realized he was to hold his teacup so 
Ishibashi could pour the liquid in. Silly, really, all the things Aaron didn't 
know about dining with people who weren't waiting on him. 


When Ishibashi was finished pouring, he stared at Aaron. 

Aaron froze, the teacup halfway to his mouth. Now what? "Thank you?” 
Aaron whispered. 

Ishibashi seemed satisfied. “You're welcome,” he said. “How did you find 
your breakfast? Ito was our chef this morning.” 

Aaron looked at Ito, scared to death. “Delicious,” he whispered. 

No one yelled at him. 

When it seemed there were no more questions, Aaron took a sip from 
the cup. This tea tasted surprisingly sweet, and he found when he drank it, 
some of the achiness in his muscles began to disappear. 

Soon the three men were finished eating. They stood up, and Aaron got 
to his feet too, trying not to black out. He felt much stronger after the meal 
than he had before it, thankfully. The men exited the room with their bowls 
and cups, leaving Aaron standing there alone. Was he supposed to take his 
own dirty dishes away? How disgusting. A moment later, he sighed, picked up 
his bowl and cup, and followed them, finding himself in a kitchen. 

He observed as first Ito, then Sato, then Ishibashi washed out their bowls 
and cups, dried them on a towel, and set them on a shelf. Aaron, who had 
only rarely washed dishes when he was living with his parents, watched 
very carefully to make sure he was doing it right. 

Finally, when his dishes were dried and put away next to the others, and 
Ito and Sato had left the kitchen and gone outside, Ishibashi spoke. “It is the 
hour of calm. We have work to do. Tomorrow you will help. Today is your 
last day to rest.” 

Without waiting for a reply, Ishibashi left the room and disappeared 
outside. 

Aaron, exhausted both in mind and body, found his way back to his 
room. And with a happy stomach, fell into a dreamless sleep. 





And Then He Messes Up Again 


Aaron learned quickly that the only way to get fed was by staying quiet and 
doing whatever Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato wanted him to do. He managed to 
eat a second meal that day without getting into trouble. And even though 
he had moments where all he wanted to do was yell at them to start treating 
him the way he deserved to be treated, he refrained, because for some 


reason with these particular people that tactic did not work at all, and it 


only served to hurt Aaron. 

He wasn't a stupid boy. Clearly Wanteds were intelligent, or they 
wouldn't be sent to university or trusted with Quill's secrets. And if Aaron 
had to cater to the strange rules of this island while he lived here, well, so 
be it. But once he got back home... . 

Home. He hadn't thought much about it, to be honest, which surprised 
him. He didn't miss anybody. Not really. The jungle animals, maybe. 
Panther. Oh, Panther—Aaron had made so much progress with her, and 
now she was probably forgetting everything. He hoped she was all right. 
Hoped her tail was intact. Hoped the spiders he'd created weren't nuisances 


to anybody. He was sure Panther would take care of them if they were. He 
chuckled softly as he pictured it. 

Aaron didn't know how he was going to get home, but he shoved that 
worry way to the back of his mind. All he was concerned about for the 
imminent future was eating. Hopefully every day. 
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The next morning Aaron sat up and gingerly tested his injured body to see 
what parts were feeling better and what parts were still hurting. His general 
body aches from being tossed about and thrown onto the rocks were 
subsiding. His right shoulder still hurt, but he had limited use of it and his 
dominant hand now. His head was still shrouded in a dull throbbing pain, 
but the swelling around his nose and eyes had gone down. He could feel 
that the deep cut between his eyebrows was healing, as well as the long 
slice on his forehead at his hairline. 

And now that he was eating, he felt his strength returning. Enough to get 
him from his bed to the fire room for breakfast, anyway. He wasn't sure 
what Ishibashi was expecting him to do during this “hour of calm,” as he 
called it. But he hoped it wouldn't be much. He didn't see the point, really. 
If this place was in a perpetual state of storm, what good could possibly be 
done outdoors that wouldn't get ruined immediately? Maybe it was the only 
way these feeble old men could cope with the storm after all these years, he 
thought condescendingly. 

He straightened his shirt collar and went to stand outside the fire room 
to wait for whatever it was the Ancient felt he had to say before Aaron 
could eat. “Controlling monster,” he muttered. 

Ishibashi looked hard at Aaron. 

Aaron took a sharp breath. He hadn't meant to say that out loud. Had 
they heard him? 

"You will wait by the entrance until the hour of calm,” said Ishibashi. He 
picked up his tea and sipped it. 

Aaron stared. "What?" he asked. 

"Go," said Ishibashi. 

Aaron's face got instantly hot. “What is the problem with you people?” 
he exclaimed. He clamped his mouth shut, his fists clenched at his sides. But 


he couldn't stop himself. “You're being so stupid!” He started toward his 
food, rage blinding him. 

Ishibashi and Sato both rose immediately. Aaron kept coming. 

"Stop," Ishibashi said in a horrible voice. 

"I won't!" shouted Aaron. “I'm hungry and I've had it with your stupid 
rules!” 

As Aaron advanced on the two little old men, Sato sprang at him with 
surprising force. Aaron crashed to the ground on his back. Sato flipped him 
over and sat on him, then cranked Aaron's injured arm behind him, making 
Aaron squeal in pain. 

Sato lessened his grip. It was not his intention to hurt Aaron, only to 
subdue the larger, abler young man. 

Aaron squirmed, to no avail. 

Slowly Ishibashi walked over to stand by Aaron's face. “It is clear you 
cannot think beyond your own selfishness,” he said quietly, “so I will ask you 
this. If you have no respect for us, why would we wish to feed you?” 

Aaron, breathing hard, clenched his jaw and didn't answer. 

Ishibashi wasn't finished. “I do not know how you came to be so different 
from your twin, but you seem determined to act like a spoiled baby. Perhaps 
your people tolerated it, but we will not. And until you figure out a way to 
leave this place, you are stuck here with us. So if you would like to eat the 
food we have worked hard to grow, catch, and prepare, | recommend you 
revise the way you think. Do you understand?" 

Aaron squeezed his eyes shut and tried not to move, for every time he 
did, Sato's grip on his arm grew tighter and more uncomfortable. 

Ishibashi's voice remained even. “On our island, the servant finds himself 
served first. For someone who is supposed to be intelligent, you are taking a 
very long time to learn that.” 

Pinned to the floor, Aaron wanted to shout. He wanted to fight back, to 
scream in their faces, to punch and kick at them. He wanted to teach these 
crazy old men a lesson of his own. But he was clearly outsmarted and 
outnumbered. He clenched his teeth to keep from saying what he wanted to 
say, and when he finally felt like he could control his temper and his tongue, 
he spat out, “Okay.” 

Ishibashi stood there a moment longer, and then he motioned for Sato to 
let the boy up. Sato did so skillfully, ready to take him down again in an 


instant if necessary. But Aaron lay there for a minute, gathering his wits, and 
then slowly he pushed himself up with his good arm. He got to his knees, 
and then stood and dusted himself off. Without looking at the three men, 
he walked to the door, stationed himself on the floor out of the blast of 
wind, and waited there as instructed. His face burned with embarrassment 
and rage. 

He couldn't hear the sound of dishes clinking over the roar of the storm, 
but his stomach yelled at him just the same for messing up its chance to be 
fed once more. Aaron dug the heels of his hands into his eyes, furious and 
frustrated with himself. He had to pull it together and stop messing up. 
Because Ishibashi was right about one thing, at least. Until Aaron could 
figure out a way to get off this hurricane island, he was stuck here. With 
them. And, Aaron supposed, Ishibashi made a good point about the three of 
them doing all the work to create the meals. He hadn't really thought about 
that before. Didn't they enjoy making it, though? What else was there to do 
around here? It seemed like it would be a pleasure to have a visitor to cook 
for. Not just an ordinary visitor—a high priest of another island. 

"No one understands my brilliance," Aaron muttered. The wind carried 
the words away. He lifted his head and sighed deeply, then wiped his eyes 
and sat up straight, the strange words of Ishibashi still ringing in his head. 
"The servant finds himself served first.” What was that junk supposed to 
mean? 

There wasn't much time to ponder. As the storm's noise began to quiet, 
Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato filed to the kitchen with their dishes, and then came 
back out and headed toward Aaron. Aaron got to his feet and pressed back 
against the wall as they went past him, and followed them outside for his 
first calm view of what this island actually looked like. 

When he saw it, his heart sank. It was quite possibly the ugliest place in 
the world. 





The Hour of Calm 


When Aaron climbed into the scientists’ ship, it was like he entered a 
different world. There were so many machines and contraptions, and Aaron 
had never seen anything like them before. His mood changed immediately, 
and he could barely stay quiet, but this time it wasn’t because he was being 
an insolent jerk—it was because he was fascinated by all the tools and 
machinery. Compared to his oil-extraction machine, this stuff was so precise 
and perfect and mind-boggling that Aaron could hardly contain himself. 

He soon adjusted his balance to the tilt of the boat, and he didn't notice 
Ishibashi watching him as he marveled over a huge telescope for several 
minutes—though Aaron had no idea what the instrument was called. And 
he forgot all about the fact that he was somehow supposed to be working. 
Later, walking toward the bow, he found himself on the bridge peering at an 
enormous control panel. Absently he trailed his finger over all the switches 
and buttons, wondering what they could possibly be for. 

Once Aaron had had a long look, Ishibashi called him over. The three 
men stood around the telescope. "We want to carry this telescope to the 
shelter,” Ishibashi said. “Please help us lift it. We have not been successful 
lifting it on our own.” 

Aaron's interest was piqued, but he didn’t dare ask any questions. He 
wondered if he'd get to learn more about it if it was inside the shelter. 
Obediently he took a spot between Ishibashi and Sato and wedged his good 
shoulder under the heaviest part of the telescope. 


Ishibashi counted to three, and they all strained to lift the instrument. It 
came up off the ground, and Ishibashi grunted and pointed them forward. 
Aaron staggered under the weight until he got his footing as they walked 
uphill toward the ladder. Aaron had no idea how the men planned to get 
the instrument down the ladder when they had to go single file, but he 
stayed quiet. He'd find out soon enough. 

They made it to the area at the top of the ladder, where Ishibashi halted 
the crew. They set the telescope down and rested while Ishibashi reached 
for a rope. He made a harness and wrapped it around the telescope, then 
secured the other end of the rope to the ship. He pulled hard against the 
knots to make sure they were strong and reliable. 

Ishibashi spoke to Ito in their language, and soon Ito was carefully 
making his way down the ladder to the ground below. 

“Okay, Aaron,” Ishibashi said. “We must hoist this telescope up and push 
it over the side, but do not let go of it until Sato and I have the rope taut in 
hand.” 

Aaron nodded and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He braced his 
feet, and when Ishibashi said go, he and the others pushed the instrument 
up with all their might. The three of them managed to lift the telescope just 
barely high enough to clear the ship's railing, and then they rested it there 
for a moment to catch their breath. Aaron looked below, where Ito stood 
waiting to guide the instrument to the ground. 

The wind gusted, and thunder rumbled low in the distance. Ishibashi 
looked worried. "We have to hurry,” he said. “But carefully. The glass inside 
must not break.” 

Aaron nodded, and when Ishibashi gave the word to continue, Aaron slid 
the base of the telescope over the edge. He held on, feeling his injured 
shoulder burn. But for some reason, he was intent on not letting this 
instrument break. 

Behind him, Ishibashi and Sato grabbed the rope. “Okay, Aaron," said 
Ishibashi. “Let it go slowly. Try to keep it from hitting the side of the ship, 
please.” 

Aaron glanced over his shoulder to make sure the old men had a good 
grip on the rope, and that it was taut, and then he loosened his hold on the 
telescope. With one hand he guided it to rest gently against the side of the 
ship, and with the other he reached for the rope to help Sato and Ishibashi 


lower it. Soon, when it was out of reach, he put both hands on the rope and 
continued to help lower it. The wind gusted again, and the rain began 
pelting down. The telescope bumped against the side of the ship. Aaron 
moved faster. 

Within a few minutes, they heard Ito yell, and the rope slacked. The 
telescope had reached the ground. 

Ishibashi and Sato shouted back, sounding almost gleeful. They made 
their way down the ladder while Aaron watched from above. When they 
untied the harness, Aaron reeled in the rope and secured it before going 
down. 

Aaron's arms and legs were shaky as he descended, more from exertion 
than anything else. Still, he hurried to the bottom and jumped down as 
thunder rolled in and the day darkened. 

The four of them took their original spots and hoisted the telescope, 
then moved along as fast as they could without endangering it. Muscles 
burning, Aaron and the scientists made it to the opening of the shelter. 
They weaved their way between the rock slabs, careful not to knock the 
instrument against them, and when they finally reached the dry open area, 
they set it down once more. After a few moments’ rest, they picked it up 
again and moved it into a well-lit room full of plants with a glass ceiling. 

"Set it down here,” called Ishibashi, and they all lowered the telescope to 
the ground in the corner of the greenhouse. Aaron stepped back and 
watched as Ito and Sato began examining the instrument, touching it gently 
as if it were very precious. 

Ishibashi aimed the scope, pointing it at the glass ceiling and looking 
into the small end. He made a dissatisfied noise and said something to the 
others in their language. They carried on a lengthy conversation. 

Unable to understand what the men were saying, Aaron lost interest and 
looked around the room. It was a little bit like his Favored Farm, with a 
variety of plants and vegetables growing in strange, makeshift pots made 
out of tires and pieces of fishing boats. His eyes landed on a section where 
green pea pods grew, and he looked at them longingly, his mouth watering. 
After a moment, he realized the men's conversation had ended, and he 
turned his attention back to them. 

They were taking apart the instrument and appeared to have completely 
forgotten about Aaron's existence. 


Could he slip over to the pea plants and steal a few? What would they do 
to him if they found out? 

Aaron swallowed hard. After a few minutes debating the pros and cons of 
stealing peas, he sighed and left the greenhouse and went to his room. 
Water would have to be good enough for now. 


yo 


A New Perspective 


Aaron thought more about what Ishibashi had said—how the servant finds 


himself served first—and though he still didn’t quite understand what it 
meant, some other thoughts seemed to swirl around that one. 

Like the fact that these ancient scientists seemed so excited to get that 
telescope thing out of their ship so they could work on it. What was their 
motivation? Why didn't they just give up and sit around all day like the 
people of Quill—especially the Ancients, who were useless? 

But these men weren't useless at all. They seemed to be constantly 
tinkering with things and working on projects. The greenhouse was proof 
enough of that. It was so uncommon for Aaron to see anybody act so 
passionately about something, much less old people like Ishibashi and Ito 
and Sato. Granted, Aaron would have sent anyone like these men to the 
Ancients Sector years ago if he'd been in charge. It made Aaron think a bit. 
Did Eva Fathom have anything she was passionate about? What about the 
other people he'd sent to the Ancients Sector? He'd never thought about it. 

The scientists’ passion made Aaron a little jealous, he supposed. They 
had some pretty interesting things here on this horrible, desolate island. He 
wished he could get a closer look at the telescope. 

After a rest, Aaron got up and made his way back through the shelter. He 
could hear the three talking excitedly in the greenhouse. And when he saw 
the broom that Sato often used to wipe away the water at the entrance to 
the shelter, and the puddles of water still standing on the rocky floor, Aaron 
remembered the servant line that Ishibashi had said. And then, almost as if 
his body were moving without direction from his mind, Aaron walked over 
to the broom, picked it up, and followed the trail of water all the way into 


the greenhouse. Then he began to sweep the water and silt back out of the 
shelter. 

He wasn't going to lie—he wanted to make sure Ishibashi noticed him. 
Maybe it would get him something. Lunch, or at least dinner. But the three 
islanders were so intent on cleaning lenses and taking apart the telescope, 
and so giddy with their excitement when something went right, that Aaron 
didn't think they noticed him there. 

As he swept, he thought more about how much they seemed to love that 
instrument, and he wondered if there was a way to bring more of the items 
from the ship into the shelter. 

Not that he would touch them without being asked, of course. Aaron 
had learned a lot in the last several days. And it was actually sort of 
entertaining to watch the men in their enthusiasm. It reminded him of when 
he'd designed the Favored Farm, or when he'd made the oil press. Seeing 
them so intent on that telescope made Aaron wish for something like that— 
something that would wake him up inside like the oil press had done. 

By the time all the water was swept out and the floor was drying, Aaron 
realized something. He really liked sweeping floors. It gave his hands 
something to do so his mind could think, and it reminded him of doing 
similar chores with Alex when he was a little kid. He looked around and 
decided to sweep the rest of the open area. 

The one thing that still surprised him was how rarely he thought about 
Quill and his home in the palace. And that was very strange, because when 
he'd been kidnapped, he was just about to take over everything . . . 
hopefully, anyway, once General Blair finished the attack on Artimé. 

His eyes widened. That would have been weeks ago. Did Blair succeed? 
And who was running things now? Had Alex survived the attack? 

He continued sweeping, finding home to feel so distant, almost like it 
wasn't even real. He wondered if that was normal, or if perhaps the trauma 
to his head had altered him somewhat. Maybe he cared less than he 
expected to because there was absolutely nothing he could do about getting 
back there. There was no way out of here. No way to escape. No way to 
build a boat, and Aaron had no idea how to sail one even if it fell into his 
lap. Especially with the hurricane surrounding the island. 

"I might have to live here forever," Aaron said to himself in wonder. And 
then fear struck his heart. “What happens to me when they die? I'll be alone. 


Forever. I'll starve to death.” 

Perhaps he could try to find some materials to make magical animals to 
be his companions. The thought comforted him a bit, until he remembered 
he'd tried to make that strange statue come alive right before the attack. It 
hadn't worked. Maybe his breed of magic worked only in the jungle. At 
least the making animals part of it, anyway. Because the other magic he'd 
done in Quill worked just fine. 

“Aaron,” Ishibashi said, interrupting the boy's thoughts. 

Aaron looked up. “Yes?” 

Ishibashi was holding his bowl and cup. “It's time for lunch. Come. You 
can fill your bowl in the kitchen.” 

It seemed like hours since Aaron had thought about his hunger. He 
nodded, and then said, “Thank you,” just in case it was required. 

That phrase, along with "please," never seemed to hurt the situation, 
Aaron had noticed. The men were picky with their rules, but at least they 
were consistent. And Aaron had given up on being treated the way he was 
accustomed to. It wasn't going to happen here. If Aaron was going to be 
stuck with these people, he may as well try to tolerate their weird ways. 

Aaron watched as Ishibashi filled his bowl with items from four different 
pots. The scent wafting from them was delicious. In the first pot was a 
brown grain. In the second pot, tiny pieces of raw fish. In the third, a 
colorful array of vegetables, including pea pods like the ones Aaron had 
thought about stealing earlier. And in the fourth pot was a boiling broth, 
which Ishibashi poured over his food, to make a soup. Aaron eyed the raw 
fish nervously, but he picked up his bowl and did the same. He followed 
Ishibashi out to the fire room. 

Ishibashi sat down in his usual spot, but Aaron hesitated at the door, 
waiting for Ito to acknowledge him. 

"Douzo tabete," Ito said after only a minute or so. 

Progress, thought Aaron. He pressed his lips together to remind himself 
not to say anything to jeopardize his chances of eating, and he moved to his 
spot and sat. Keeping his head down, he held his teacup out for Ito to pour 
tea into. 

When the food had cooled enough for Aaron to eat, he took his utensils 
in his fist and dug in, trying to get food to float and land on top of the 
sticks. He chased the fish, which had cooked in the boiling broth, around 


the bowl, managing to get some now and then, and concentrating very hard 
on the task. He didn't notice the look Ito and Sato exchanged, nor did he 
see the smile that threatened Ishibashi’s lips. 

Aaron watched as Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato sipped the remaining liquid 
from their bowls, and he did the same. When they were finished eating, 
Ishibashi looked at Aaron. 


Tomorrow,” he announced, “Aaron is chef.” 


at S 


Harsh Words 


Tensions ran high in the mansion between Alex, Lani, and Samheed. After a 
few days of completely ignoring Alex and stewing over what had happened 
with Gondoleery, Samheed finally stormed up the stairs and down the not 
secret hallway in search of Alex. He found the mage sitting at his desk, 
dozens of books spilling off piles, and him poring over two of them at once. 

“Stowe,” Samheed said, “I just can't get over how stupid you are.” 

Alex looked up. “Nice to see you too. Have a seat.” 

"TIl stand, thank you very much." 

“How are your burns?” Alex asked. 

"Fine, no thanks to you.” 

Alex blinked. “Okaaay.” 

"If you had gotten to us in time, | might not have any burns at all,” 
Samheed said. 

"I suppose that's true,” Alex said. He could feel the first bits of heat 
prickling at his neck. "I made a mistake in timing, thinking that Lani 
wouldn't fly through Quill at breakneck speed when I told her to go slow.” 

“Leave her out of it," Samheed warned. “This was your idea.” 

"Was it?” Alex asked. “Was it really my idea to have Lani disguise herself 
as a driver and drive a vehicle when she's never driven one before?" 

"You signed off on it," roared Samheed. “You're the head mage. It's your 
ultimate responsibility! Besides, thats not even the point.” He clenched his 
fists at his sides. 

Alex tried to breathe evenly, but it wasn't easy when all he wanted to do 
was punch Samheed in the stomach and throw him out the giant picture 


window onto the lawn. “What's your point, then?” he asked. 

"My point is that you should have killed Gondoleery when you had the 
chance!" 

Alex very deliberately closed the book he'd been looking through, 
pressed his palms on the desk, and rose to his feet. He folded his arms 
across his chest and looked at Samheed. 

Samheed took a step toward him. “Well?” 

"Thank you for your comments,” Alex said stiffly. 

"You wouldn't even have had to do it yourself! Samheed said. “Lani 
would have done it. She was right there! She killed Justine, and she could 
have killed Gondoleery, and all of this would be over." 

Alex's eyes flickered. 

Samheed wasn't finished. “Do you even realize how huge a mistake that 
was? You said you weren't a coward, but you were. Just because Gondoleery 
can't defend herself doesn’t mean you shouldn't take her out. She's dangerous, 
Alex. And she attacked us. A real leader would have killed her without 
blinking. You were a complete coward. And cowards don't make good 
leaders." Samheed ripped his fingers through his hair, growing more 
frustrated by Alex's refusal to yell back at him. “Alex, do you understand 
what I'm saying?” 

Through clenched teeth, Alex said, “Why don't you spell it out for me.” 

Samheed stared at Alex, searching his friend's face, not finding whatever 
it was he was looking for. “I'm saying,” he said, softer now, “that I don't 
know if I can trust you as a leader anymore.” 

Alex didn't flinch, though the words hurt more than he cared to admit. 
He didn't take his eyes off his friend's face. He just stared at him, a thousand 
defensive thoughts fighting to reach the forefront of his brain. Without fully 
realizing what he was doing, Alex reached up to his collar and unfastened 
his robe. Slowly, deliberately, he slid it off his shoulders. 

“Do you want to do this job?” Alex asked, holding the robe out over the 
desk toward Samheed. He shook the robe slightly, indicating Samheed 
should take it. 

Samheed glared. He didn't reach for it. "No, Alex,” he said. "I don't want 
the job, and IĮ never did. I just want you to do it right." 

Alex gave him a patronizing smile, and his voice was eerily calm. “Oh, I 
see. Well, as I mentioned before, thank you for your comments. I'll consider 


doing something right next time. That really hadn't occurred to me until 
you SAID SOMETHING." 

All of Samheed's muscles were tensed, and his mouth twitched with 
anger. But he held his tongue. After a moment he turned and stormed out of 
the office, his footsteps echoing down the hallway. 

When all was silent once more, the robe slipped from Alex's grasp into a 
heap on the desk. He sat down heavily in his chair, closed his eyes, and let 
out a defeated sigh. A few minutes later, he opened his eyes and wearily 
went back to studying Mr. Today's spell books. 

Not long after, Alex heard a new set of footsteps. He trained his eyes on 
the doorway, waiting to see who was coming this time. 

It was Lani. 

"Hey," Alex said. “Come in.” 

Lani marched in, eyes blazing. “So you're blaming this on me?” 

Alex blinked. “What?” 

"You told Samheed that I drove too fast and its my fault the plan didn't 
come together, right?” 

"Not exactly," Alex said. “I told him I made a mistake in thinking you 
would drive slowly as we planned, so I was off on my timing.” 

“Aaron fixed the oil problem, you know," Lani said accusingly. “The 
vehicles used to run very slowly but now they go faster. All Liam told us was 
that the vehicles run more smoothly. He didn't say anything about speed. 
And in fact, Alex, I did a great job delivering Gondoleery to the designated 
area. I'm sorry you weren't there yet. | had no way of knowing that since 
Matilda was hidden in the trunk, and I couldn't see her to find out if 
anything was going wrong.” She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. 
"Besides, that's not the point." 

“Here we go again,” Alex groaned. "Tell me, then. What is the point?” 

"The point is that you should have let me kill Gondoleery when we had 
the chance.” 

Alex nodded. “Okay. Anything else you need to say?” 

"Don't talk down to me, Alex Stowe.” 

Alex's shoulders relaxed. “You're right. I'm sorry. I just heard this same 
complaint from Samheed, plus a few other choice insults, and I'm a little 
touchy at the moment.” 


Lani’s chin jutted out. “Listening to people is part of your job! And when 
youre wrong, I'm going to tell you you're wrong.” 

"Yes." Alex closed his eyes briefly. “I am aware of that.” 

"It was a big mistake, Alex,” Lani said. “It's going to cost us more lives.” 

“You don't know that,” Alex said. 

"Its really stinking likely, though, isn't it? Don't you think?” asked Lani. 
She frowned at the robe on his desk. “Why aren't you wearing your robe?” 

Alex stared at her. He thought about offering it to her like he had offered 
it to Samheed, but he was afraid she might take it. And as much as he 
thought she'd be a great mage, and as much as he knew she'd do a good job, 
it wasn't what Mr. Today had wanted. So for now, at least, he had to keep it. 

"I took it off,” Alex said. 

"Well, put it back on and get to work," said Lani, “because you've got a 
big mess to figure out.” 

Alex shoved his chair back and stood up. “Listen, Lani," he said. "It's easy 
for you to stand there and criticize me. And you have every right to do it. 
Maybe I deserve it this time. But what happened with Gondoleery is over 
now, and we have to look at what to do next. Neither Samheed nor you 
have offered any suggestions on how to fix things—you're just yelling at 
me.” 

"TIl yell all I want,” Lani said, eyes blazing. 

He frowned. "I understand why you're angry. But you don't know what 
was going through my head at that moment, and you didn't bother to ask. 
You don't understand what arguments I have with my own conscience about 
things. These are big decisions that I'm forced to make, and I have to live 
with them the rest of my life. There's no way I'm going to get them all right, 
but at least I have a method of deciding what to do, and it's based on stuff 
you know nothing about, so maybe you should try to understand why I 
didn't kill her before you condemn me for it.” 

Lani's eyes narrowed, but she didn't speak. 

Alex went on. “I know you went through terrible things on Warbler—in 
many ways worse than what I went through here. But yours were a different 
kind of terrible from mine, and that makes me a different person from you. 
You haven't seen what I've seen, and you haven't lived through what I've 
lived through, and you can't possibly know how my past experiences 


influence how I make decisions today. Because you weren't here to see 
them.” He let his hands fall to his sides. “And neither was Samheed.” 

Lani stared at him for a long time. Alex wished he could figure out what 
she was thinking so he could know if she was going to start yelling again. 

Finally she spoke. “You make a good point, I have to admit. Maybe our 
experience on Warbler led us to think one thing was the right thing to do, 
and your experience here during the time Artimé was gone led you to see 
things differently.” 

Alex pressed his lips together and folded his hands in front of him. 

"I'm still furious though,” Lani said. “And I still think you made a 
mistake.” 

Alex nodded. “That's fair. I'm starting to think so too. Will you help me 
fix it?" 

Lani rolled her eyes and sighed. “Well, of course. I always do. Let me 
think about it.” 

“Thanks.” Alex looked down at his book. 

"Okay." She stood for a minute, uncertain, then turned and walked out 
the door. 


» » « « 


An hour later, when Alex heard another noise in the hallway, he looked up, 
preparing for someone else to launch a tirade at him. This time it was 
Claire. 

"Oh, hi," Alex said wearily. "Go ahead and tell me I made a huge mistake. 
I'm taking free punches today, so have at it.” 

Claire offered a small smile and pointed to the robe, still crumpled on 
the desk. “I'm not here to criticize. | turned down that robe once for a 
reason.” She picked it up and began to smooth out the wrinkles. 

"I appreciate it,” Alex said. He gazed at her inquisitively. "So . . . what's 
up?” 

Claire paused what she was doing. "I'm here with some bad news, I'm 
afraid.” 

"Oh," Alex said. “Is it Carina? Is she doing worse?” 

"No, she's much better. It's something else, in fact, involving Gondoleery. 
We just received word that she's ended Aaron's tradition of rewarding 


Wanteds and Necessaries with food from the Favored Farm, and closed the 
farm doors to everyone.” 

"That's ridiculous. All the food will rot and go to waste!” 

“Probably. But there's more news,” Claire said. “Were you aware that 
some Unwanteds moved back into Quill after my father was killed?” 

Alex nodded. “Yes. They got tired of having no food or water." 

"Well, last night Gondoleery sent them to the Ancients Sector. They 
were put to sleep this morning.” 

Alex stared. “You're kidding.” 

"I'm afraid not," Claire said. 

“You mean, like Cole Wickett from my Purge year? He'’s—he's dead?” 

"Yes, his name was on the list. And rumor has it Gondoleery believes that 
as she expands her magical abilities, the Necessaries will no longer be 
necessary. So she's going to practice her killing spells on them whenever 
they annoy her.” 

Alex's stomach roiled. If he'd killed Gondoleery, this wouldn't be 
happening. “I think I'm going to be sick," he whispered. 

Claire moved around the desk and held up the robe. “No you're not,” she 
said. “You're going to fix this.” 

Alex took the robe from her and nodded slowly, then slipped it on and 
fastened it around his neck. “Yes,” he said solemnly. “I'm going to fix this.” 
He turned to look at Claire. “Even if it kills me.” 





Aaron Reflects 


That evening after everyone had taken care of the dishes, Ishibashi invited 
Aaron into the greenhouse. Aaron was dying to know if the telescope had 
been put back together again, and if so, how it worked and what it was for. 
But he still didn't dare to ask many questions—they always seemed to get 
him in trouble. He glanced at it in the corner and saw a few pieces lying 
around on the floor surrounding it. That was as much answer as he needed. 

"Tonight you plan your meals,” Ishibashi said. 

Aaron's stomach flipped, and before he could stop himself, he blurted 
out, "I don't know how to cook anything.” He closed his mouth quickly. 

“You have eaten several meals here now. Did you notice them?" 

"They tasted good,” said Aaron. 

"What did you observe about the food?" 

Aaron's mind was blank. He shook his head. “I don't know." 

"This is how you learn," Ishibashi said quietly. “You must be inquisitive 
about all things. Learn with eyes, imitate with hands.” 

“But I'm afraid,” Aaron said, and looked down. He was ashamed. What if 
he made something awful, and Ito didn't like it? What would they do to him 


then? 

Ishibashi sighed. "I am too old for this," he muttered. He pulled a stool 
over to the garden area. “Here. Sit.” 

Aaron sat down as Ishibashi got another stool and sat next to him. He 
took off his cat-eye glasses and looked at Aaron. “Who was our chef today?” 

“I—I don't know." 

“And who watered these plants today?" 

"I don't know that either.” 

"Who caught the fish?” 

Aaron folded his hands in his lap and studied them. “I don't know," he 
whispered. 

Ishibashi was silent for a long time. And then he said, “Your eyes are 
focused on one person. Do you fail at everything?” 

Aaron recoiled. How dare he! Who did this little old man think he was, 
speaking to him like that? He started to protest, but then he shut his mouth, 
realizing he had no words as powerful to fight back with. How did Ishibashi 
know about Aaron's failures? Had Alex told him? 

Finally Aaron found his voice. “You don't know me,” he said. 

To which Ishibashi replied, “I am afraid I know you better than you know 
anyone in the world.” He put his glasses back on. “Your glasses are invisible, 
and through them you see only yourself. You must turn your lenses around, 
Aaron. Windows, not mirrors.” 

Aaron frowned, not understanding anything Ishibashi was saying. “What 
does that have to do with me not being able to cook?" 

Ishibashi smiled. “You'll figure it out. For now, you're welcome.” 


“For what?” 
"For cooking your meals today.” 
"But I didn't know . . . ,"" Aaron began, still feeling defensive. “Oh.” He 


looked around the greenhouse, overwhelmed with the choices. “Will you 
help me cook tomorrow?” 

Ishibashi got off his stool. "I have other work to do tomorrow to keep 
our shelter running.” 

“But what if I make something terrible to eat?” Aaron pleaded. 

"Then likely we will all be very irritable," said Ishibashi. Without another 
word, he hopped off his stool and left the boy alone to figure out how he 


was going to fix anything that would please the scientists . . . for all three 
meals. 

Aaron muttered as he wandered around the greenhouse. But he knew 
now there was no use getting mad. He thought briefly about making the 
three of them go hungry tomorrow like they'd done to him, but he was 
pretty sure that wouldn't quite work the way he was imagining it. He picked 
up a frayed wicker basket from the corner and started to look all around the 
greenhouse. At least he knew a little bit about picking fruits and vegetables. 
He also knew something about nuts and saw an almond tree growing 
behind the pea pods. Maybe he could start with that. 

He spent the rest of the evening choosing food items, changing his mind 
and choosing different ones, then sitting down at a small table in the 
kitchen to figure out how much to make and how long it would take him to 
prepare things. He knew that breakfast had to be served and eaten before 
the hour of calm began. Lunch was a few hours after they were back from 
working outside. And dinner usually happened when it was fully dark 
outside and the storm was nearing its worst. 

When he went to bed, he saw that someone had put out the fire, which 
meant that someone also had to light it in the morning. He also noticed the 
broom had been put away. And he saw that the lights in the greenhouse had 
been dimmed. 

In his room he noted that the first set of clothing he'd been given after 
he'd arrived in tatters was washed and folded neatly on his cot. “I wonder 
who did that for me,” he said. He yawned and lay down on his cot, pulling 
his blanket up to his chin and telling himself to be sure to wake up on time 
so he could get the breakfast going. 
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The next morning, Aaron arose before dawn. He noticed the fire in the 
eating room was lit and going strong, and so was the one in the kitchen, 
where he began cutting fruit and chopping almonds. Having fire was a relief 
—he wasn't sure what he would have done if they had expected him to light 
that, too. “Gondoleery would come in handy for that,” he said with a small 
chuckle. And then he laughed loudly as he pictured Gondoleery Rattrapp 
stuck here on this island with these three scientists. How would they get 


her to obey them? he wondered. It made him laugh so hard he had to set his 
knife down and wipe his eyes. He hadn't laughed like that since .. . 
since ... ever. 

Rummaging around the kitchen looking for serving utensils, Aaron flung 
open a drawer and stared at the contents. “Forks,” he said, shaking his head 
in disbelief. “A whole drawer full of them. Unbelievable.” But he didn't 
replace his sticks. He closed the drawer and found what he needed 
elsewhere. 

When the time came for breakfast and Ito and Sato filed into the kitchen 
with Ishibashi at their heels, Aaron was sweating profusely, but he was ready 
for them. On the counter he presented a large bowl of smashed fruit pieces 
(he'd had a bit of trouble with the knife). In a pot on the stove he 
announced chopped almonds soaked in coconut milk with a prune on top, 
and in the teapot, orange tea, which was orange slices soaked in boiling 
water, since he didn't really know what tea from the containers on the 
shelves actually looked like. 

Aaron wiped his forehead with his sleeve and stood at attention, trying 
not to appear anxious or look like he was waiting for someone to 
compliment him on a job well done. And then he remembered what 
Ishibashi said to him about turning the lenses around, and he remembered 
how the fires were already lit when he awoke. 

He cleared his throat, nervous to speak, but deciding that if he got 
punished, he'd had enough tastings of the food that he wouldn't be too 
terribly hungry and could snack again while making lunch. As the three old 
men dished the food into their bowls, Aaron said, "Thank you to .. . to 
whoever it was that lit the fires this morning. I—we wouldn't have this fine 
almond cereal and orange tea without it.” 

Sato looked up at the boy, and then he looked at Ishibashi. Ishibashi 
translated for Ito and Sato, while Aaron's heart pounded. 

“Hai,” Sato said. He spoke a few more words in his native tongue. 

Ishibashi nodded and turned to Aaron. “He says you're welcome, and he 
thanks you for your. . . interesting . . . breakfast.” 

Aaron's mouth twitched. He stood up a bit straighter and swallowed 
hard, and then he nodded slightly. “You're welcome,” Aaron said, with an 
almost indiscernible bow of his head toward the man. 


They finished filling their bowls with the curious-looking food, and 
when Aaron took his bowl last of all and followed the men to the dining 
area, he waited to be recognized as usual. 

Ito said something to Ishibashi. 

Ishibashi looked at Aaron. “Ito-san said you are the chef, and you no 
longer have to wait for permission to sit and eat.” 

Aaron felt a thrill chase up his spine. He was being rewarded. Finally. 
"Thank you, Ito-san," he said reverently, and sat down with his bowl. He 
held the teapot up for Ito and filled his cup, then Sato's, then Ishibashi's, and 
then he filled his own. The three looked at the tea very curiously and hid 
their strange reactions when they tasted it, but Aaron wouldn't have 
noticed, because he was too busy eating the first meal he had ever created. 
And to him, everything tasted absolutely delicious. 





Settling In 


As the weeks passed, Aaron went from being a whining, beastly little turd to 
a thoughtful, useful young man. He still had his obnoxious moments and his 
bad feelings, but he learned to keep those inside and deal with them in 
private. Sometimes he punched a pillow in his bedroom when he thought 
the scientists were being unreasonable. Other times he ran outside for a 
quick dousing in the rainwater to cool off after feeling like he wasn't being 
treated the way a high priest should be treated. Whenever he did that, he 
could barely stay on his feet, and he realized just how quickly he could be 
swept away by the storm. That usually sobered him up a bit. 

He learned how to be a better chef by doing it more often, just like 
Ishibashi said he would. And then he learned how to fish using the nets that 
Ito and Sato had set up on the leeward side of the island near some pretty 
fluorescent blue seaweed. But he was afraid to go into the water. He knew 
by now that he'd barely survived drowning. He wasn't eager to enter the sea 
ever again, especially one so rough as this. 

The more Aaron worked, the more he forgot about his pain, and the 
stronger he became. His muscles filled out in a way they never had before, 
but he didn't seem to notice because he'd “turned his lenses around.” The 
scars on his face grew less noticeable, but they didn't disappear, though his 
shaggy head of hair covered them much of the time. 

One day, as Aaron ventured out farther than usual, chasing after a useful- 
looking scrub bush that had been uprooted by the wind, he found himself 
face-to-face with a strangely familiar thing. 


The tumbleweed forgotten, Aaron stared at the glass tube before him, 
sheltered slightly by slabs of rock. "A tube," he breathed, and as he realized 
the depth of its meaning, his hand rose to his mouth. He stepped inside it, 
out of the wind. Catching his breath, he looked at the control panel. It was 
broken, but most of the pieces were there. The panel was identical to the 
one in the tube in Haluki's house and the one in the jungle, both of which 
he knew quite well. “So thats how he knew Mr. Today,” Aaron muttered. 

Aaron scrambled to figure out what was missing and what needed fixing. 
There had to be a way to make it work! After all, Aaron was actually pretty 
good at mechanical stuff like this. 

He dropped to the floor of the tube and stared up underneath the 
controls to see what things looked like from there. It seemed the main 
button that he guessed would take him straight to the mansion had no 
support base, which was why when he pressed it, it just fell through the 
panel to the floor. But could Aaron fix it? 

Ishibashi had tools. Aaron had seen them in a little room that the 
scientists called their laboratory, where they'd been bringing various things 
from their ship to try to restore. Maybe Ishibashi had some tools he could 
use. 

He looked all over the tube, making note of everything that seemed 
wrong with it, so that he could try to repair it over the upcoming days—if 
Ishibashi let him, that is. 

Just then another scrubby bush rolled by. Aaron chased it down and 
struggled to get back to the shelter with it before the storm was back up to 
full volume again. 

Inside, Aaron had a small collection of tumbleweeds. He'd started 
collecting them for firewood but set a few aside in his room, thinking they'd 
be good to try his magic on once he got around to it. He tossed this one 
with the others and went in search of Ishibashi to ask him about the tube. 
He found him in the laboratory with yet another instrument from the ship 
that Aaron had helped the men carry inside. 

Aaron made a noise at the door to let Ishibashi know he was standing 
there. 

“Come in,” Ishibashi said. 

Aaron entered and looked at the new instrument, knowing now that it 
was more polite to ask questions than to blurt out his own needs. “What is 


it, Ishibashi-san?" 

Ishibashi frowned, trying to think of the word for it in Aaron's language. 
"It is a seismometer,” he said. “It measures the ground’s movements, like with 
earthquakes and volcanoes. When it works, that is." He tinkered with a few 
levers and knobs. 

Aaron looked at the machine. “What are earthquakes and volcanoes?” 

Ishibashi looked up, surprised. “The island where the pirates live is a 
volcano. | haven't seen it, of course, but Alex-san said as much. It blows fire 
and lava from the top of it now and then.” He paused. “All the other islands 
here might be dormant volcanoes except for the crab island. Like this one, 
for instance, and possibly your island. I do not know. But perhaps I'll be able 
to tell more if I can get this instrument to work.” 

Aaron scowled, reverting back to his old ways for a moment. “Why do 
you call him Alex-san, but you don't call me Aaron-san?" 

“Because you have not earned it yet,” Ishibashi said. He fiddled with his 
glasses and went back to the seismometer. “Did you need something from 
me?” 

Aaron pressed his lips together, not happy with Ishibashi's answer. “I was 
wondering about the tube,” he said. 

Ishibashi's hands froze. “Yes?” he asked. “What about it?” 

"Why didn't you tell me it was there?” 

There wasn't any sense in telling you,” said Ishibashi. “It's broken 
beyond repair.” 

Aaron, feeling sullen and defensive though he didn't quite know why, 
asked if he could have access to the tools and the supply room, which held 
a strange variety of salvaged items collected by the scientists and other 
visitors over hundreds of years. 

“You may,” Ishibashi said in measured voice. 

"Thank you,” Aaron said automatically. He turned to go. At the door he 
stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Ishibashi-san?" he said. 

Ishibashi looked up. “Yes, Aaron?” 

Aaron fought to put into words the struggle he'd been feeling lately .. . 
though it was something that he thought had been inside him for a long 
time. It was hard to define. He shook his head. “Never mind.” 

Ishibashi studied the boy and watched him leave on slow-moving feet. 
“Aaron,” he called out. 


Aaron stopped and turned. “Yes?” 

The old man didn't speak right away. And then he got up and said, 
“Come with me, please.” 

Ishibashi left the laboratory and walked to the greenhouse. He plucked 
two ears of sweet applecorn from different sections of the garden. “You see 
these?” 

Aaron nodded. 

They are practically identical. The oblong pods, the red leafy tassel, the 
edible husk.” He tossed one of them to Aaron and began to peel open the 
other one. “Open yours, too, please," he said. His sweet applecorn 
contained red apple pieces next to yellow and white kernels of corn. 

Aaron complied. He peeled off the red skin, revealing light green apple 
pieces next to blue and red kernels of corn. 

"What do you see?” Ishibashi asked. 

"Deliciousness," Aaron said. 

Ishibashi's eyes twinkled. “Both look delicious. Do they taste the same?” 

"No," Aaron said, for he'd tasted and cooked with both many times by 
now. “The one you're holding has a lot of sweetness and goes best with 
something tangy like lime juice in a dessert. The one I'm holding is hearty 
and naturally tangy, and works better as a main dish with tomatoes and 
peppers.” 

Ishibashi looked at Aaron, pleased with what the boy had learned in the 
time he'd been there. “That is correct," he said warmly. And then he tapped 
the boy's chest. “You are applecorn.” 

"I —what?" asked Aaron. He was pretty sure Ishibashi was doing his weird 
metaphor thing again. 

The old man held his ear of applecorn next to Aaron's. “You and Alex are 
identical on the outside and very different inside,” he said. "But that does 
not mean you have to be bad because he is good.” He shook the vegi-fruit. 
"Alex is strong in ways you are not.” He grabbed Aaron's applecorn and 
shook it. “You are strong in ways Alex is not. This sweet applecorn has no 
bearing on how that sweet applecorn tastes. Both are delicious in their own 
ways. Do you understand what I am saying, Aaron? What matters is you.” 
He hesitated, then softened his voice. “When you stop comparing yourself 
to him, you will find your true self. Be your own strong, Aaron.” 


Aaron looked at Ishibashi, feeling like the man had some intense ability 
to see inside his soul better than Aaron could see himself. And while part of 
it made sense, he was still confused. 

"Which applecorn am I?” Aaron said, studying the two ears. 

Ishibashi slammed both vegi-fruits on the counter. “It doesn't matter,” he 
exclaimed. “Aaron Stowe, you must be the applecorn that is inside of you. 
Peel back your husk, my boy, and be proud of your deliciousness.” 

Aaron stared at the two ears and began backing away slowly. “I think this 
just got a little too weird for me, Ishibashi-san. But thanks for the lesson. 
I'll... I'll see you later." 
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Peeling Away the Skin 


During the hour of calm, whenever Ishibashi didn't need him, Aaron went to 
the tube and tried time after time to get it to work. He found an old book 
and pencil that Ishibashi said he could have and used the margins to keep 
track of measurements, so that when he was stuck inside, he could work on 
building the missing pieces. But the job was painstaking since he had only a 
short time each day to test his progress, and he still wasn't very good at 
writing letters and numbers quickly—though he was improving with that 
on the Island of Shipwrecks as well. 

After several days of watching Aaron work on the tube, Ishibashi called 
Sato and Ito together to discuss it while Aaron was outside. 

"The boy is very mechanically minded,” Ishibashi said. “I am afraid he 
will succeed in fixing the tube. Which would be a wonderful thing in any 
other instance except the one we face with Aaron. I do not think he is ready 
to go back to Artimé. We must keep him here a little longer, at least, and do 
the best we can with him before we let him out into the world. One day he 
will discover the secret of his extended life, and if he has returned to his 
selfish, evil ways, it will mean a certain end to Alex and our friends." 

"We may have to sabotage his efforts,” Sato said, but he sounded 
reluctant to do so. 

“Perhaps we can simply find other things for him to do during the hour 
of calm,” Ito suggested. 

"If he is mechanically inclined,” said Sato, “I suppose we could have him 
take apart the rest of the large instruments in the ship and carry them inside 
piece by piece.” 


The three men looked at each other. Ishibashi nodded. “That is what we 
will do.” 

Ishibashi hurried out to redirect Aaron, and as soon as Aaron was busily 
working in the ship, Ishibashi went back to the tube and studied Aaron's 
work. The young man had made great strides in repairing it. He'd gone 
much deeper in his attempt than Alex had. Aaron really did have a gift for 
understanding the way things worked. 

"Maybe he can fix our telescope,” Ishibashi muttered. He reached for a 
tiny spring, unhooked it from the tube controls, and slid it into his pocket, 
cringing all the while, but knowing he had to do it to stop Aaron from 
jeopardizing Artimé. He would keep it safe. And hopefully feel comfortable 
returning it someday. 

After the hour of calm, Ishibashi went in search of Aaron. He found him 
at the entrance of the shelter, staring at the maze of rock slabs. 

"Is something amiss, Aaron?” asked Ishibashi. 

Aaron roused from his study. "No. I was just noticing how perfectly 
designed this entrance is. Every slab of rock is exactly where it needs to be 
to minimize the wind and rain that gets in through the doorway.” 

"Yes," Ishibashi said. “Whoever built it was very clever." 

Aaron nodded. "I like it," he said. He shoved his hands in his pockets and 
looked at Ishibashi. “Did you need me to sweep the floors today since Sato 
is chef?" 

Ishibashi gave Aaron a rare toothless smile, for he had earned it. “Yes, 
please. When you are finished, would you like to try your hand at putting 
together the telescope? We have still not found the problem, and Sato is 
frustrated. It would please him very much if you could solve this.” 

Aaron didn't have to be asked twice. He'd wanted to have a look at that 
instrument since the day they'd brought it into the shelter. “Yes, of course!" 
he said. “I promise not to break it. I'm really . . ." He stopped. 

"You're what?” asked Ishibashi. 

Aaron blushed. “Never mind. I was about to brag, but that seems like 
something that would disappoint you.” 

Ishibashi put a hand on Aaron's arm. “You are making good choices. 
Perhaps your brag can be told in a different way, modestly. Think about it 
while you sweep.” 


Later, when Aaron had taken a long look at the telescope, he asked 
Ishibashi if he could take the entire telescope apart. 

Ishibashi gave him a skeptical look. “We tried that already,” said the old 
man. “What basis do you have for suggesting it?” 

“Something has been put together wrong deep inside,” Aaron said. “And I 
think I will be able to figure it out if all of the pieces are laid out. It's easier 
to build a machine than fix it. For me, at least. That's—that's part of my 
applecorn, I guess.” 

Ishibashi gave Aaron a discerning look. “Have you successfully built a 
machine before?” 

Aaron looked down. “Yes, I have." 

"Please tell me about it," said Ishibashi, “so | may determine your skill 
level and decide if you are capable of working with such a delicate 
instrument in the same way.” 

Aaron told Ishibashi about the oil press he'd made using bits and pieces 
of cast-off scrap metal. He explained how he could see the design in his 
mind, and that's what made him able to put it together. 

Ishibashi seemed satisfied. “Was this your brag?" he asked. 

Aaron nodded. 

“You found a way to tell it, then, didn’t you.” 

Aaron nodded seriously. “I guess I did.” 

Ishibashi stood up. “Very well, Aaron. You may take the telescope apart. 
All of the tools are at your disposal—there's no need to ask this time. I wish 
you well.” 

Aaron nodded. He was already trying to figure out where to start. As 
Ishibashi walked away, Aaron paused in his excitement to look at the man. 
And he realized that as harsh as Ishibashi had been with him at first, Aaron 
was really growing to like him, and more than that, to respect him. Respect 
was something Aaron rarely had for anyone. Even the feelings he'd had 
about Justine were based on fear. 

What he felt for Ishibashi had perhaps started out with fear, because 
Aaron hadn't understood what was expected of him. But once Aaron had 
learned to change, the fear was taken away. Now Aaron found himself 
thinking of ways to make the scientists respect him. It was a quest that 
never got old, for there was always something new to work on. 


Part of Aaron had no desire to ever leave them. And today, when 
Ishibashi had called him away from his work on the tube, Aaron secretly felt 
a little bit glad. Because if he succeeded in fixing the tube . . . he might 
actually have to go back to Quill. 

The thought of that turned him cold. 

Maybe that was important to his applecorn. 
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Taking a Different Path 


Word had spread quickly through the leadership body of Artimé about 
Alex's failed attempt to take out Gondoleery, and when they'd heard that 
Alex hadn't taken the opportunity to kill her when he'd had a chance to, 
some of them couldn't understand why. Now, because of Alex's mistakes, 
some former Unwanteds were dead. 

It was a serious story. Once the shock wore off, Alex expected people to 
become even angrier with him. He was angry with himself—why hadn't he 
at least used a permanent freeze spell? It was a terrible mistake made under 
duress, but one a seasoned leader shouldn't have made. He didn't blame his 
friends for being mad. But to Alex's surprise, instead of people's anger 
toward him increasing, their negative feelings turned to deeply thoughtful 
concern for their world. They took responsibility too. Most of Alex's friends 
rallied around him, and they offered to help however they could in this time 
of need. 

Samheed wasn't one of them, though. He remained upset and wouldn't 
speak to Alex. But Simber, who hadn't said much since the debacle, stood 
by the head mage. The cat let go of his previous strange behavior and once 
again began to offer a word of advice to Alex whenever a situation called for 
it, just as a faithful companion should do when times are tough. And Sky 
was there by Alex's side, like she'd been time and again. 

Day in and day out for many weeks, Alex consulted with the people, 
creatures, and statues he trusted the most, trying to come up with a new 
plan—one that would actually work this time. And while Alex was anxious 
to stop Gondoleery as soon as possible, he didn't want to be sloppy about it 


or rush through anything again. Not this time. That could be a fatal 
mistake. But Alex's real problem was that there was no plan to rush through. 
He didn't have anything in place. And he was certain that Gondoleery did. 

The leaders reconsidered isolating the palace and attacking within its 
walls, but once more nixed that idea at Gunnar Haluki's urging. There were 
so many innocent workers inside whose lives would surely be in danger, he 
said. So while Alex didn't completely rule that idea out, he considered it a 
last resort. 

As the days passed, a strange wind began blowing over the entire island, 
causing dust from Quill to fly up in squalls. At first the Artiméans didn't 
think anything of it. But after several days of it, they began to get 
suspicious. 

"Its Gondoleery, no doubt,” Liam informed Alex. "Thats what Sully said, 
anyway.” 

Sean agreed. "Eva Fathom told me in one of our secret meetings that this 
could be next. Gondoleery is probably just beginning to figure it out. I bet 
it'll get worse. Is there anything you can do?" 

"I've been reading a lot,” Alex said. “I found Mr. Today's journal from 
when he created Artimé, and | think the sound barrier spell that he used to 
keep Artimé hidden can be reinforced to block the elements as well. I'm 
putting it in place this afternoon.” 
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Luckily, Alex's plan worked, and Artimé was cut off from the squalls, though 
the people of Artimé could see the occasional dust devil swirling just 
beyond the invisible barrier. And if they stepped through the barrier, of 
course, they'd be shading their eyes from the blowing sand like the Quillens 
were already doing. 

Amid conversations about protecting Artimé and ending Gondoleery’'s 
reign, Alex continued tinkering with spells, trying to batten down the 
hatches of Artimé to protect it as much as possible from Gondoleery’s 
wrath. But he didn't like having to do it. It reminded him of when he first 
came to Artimé and had to hide in the magical world, fearing the people in 
Quill. Would there ever be peace throughout their world? Or was Alex just 
too idealistic for thinking it was possible? 


One afternoon Alex sat on the lawn not far from Henry's garden boxes— 
his greenhouse, Henry called it—which the young healer had constructed 
to hold the plants he'd received from Ishibashi. Alex wondered what all the 
plants were for. He'd have to ask Henry sometime. The sun shone and the 
sea sparkled, and the wash of waves on the shore was deceivingly peaceful if 
Alex didn't look toward Quill, where an occasional burst of brown swirling 
dust was visible. 

He kept waiting for Necessaries and Wanteds to grow concerned enough 
about the dust storm to seek shelter in Artimé, but they didn’t come. 
Clearly, as Sully had told them, Governor Strang and Gondoleery had done 
an excellent job of scaring the Quillens into thinking Artimé was more 
dangerous than their own crumbling world. Alex shook his head, deep in 
thought. He had to come up with a plan—and soon. Gondoleery was 
growing stronger every day. 

Simber, Lani, and Ms. Octavia approached the greenhouse garden area 
and joined Alex to brainstorm once more and see if anyone had come up 
with a good idea. They were in the midst of discussing Gondoleery’s 
growing abilities in elemental magic, trying to predict what else she might 
be able to do, when Samheed walked up. 

He shoved his hands in his pockets and said, somewhat gruffly, “Mind if | 
sit in?” 

Simber, who knew that the two young men were in a long-standing 
argument, looked pointedly at Alex. 

Alex's brow furrowed. “I don't know if that's a good idea, Samheed,” he 
said in earnest. "I mean, | get that you're still angry, and if you want to talk 
more about that, fine, but not right now. We're trying to solve problems 
here, not rehash old ones.” 

Samheed looked at the garden box on the ground, where a meandering 
iridescent vine had curled its way outside of its designated box and was 
beginning to wrap around Samheed's shoe. “I don't plan to bring that up,” he 
said, shaking the vine off his foot and stepping away from its path. “I've got 
an idea, though, if you'll listen.” He looked up at Alex. “You'll probably 
think I've lost my mind once you hear it.” 

Doubtful, Alex held his old friends gaze. They'd been through a lot 
together since the Purge, both good and bad, and it had been really hard for 
Alex to hear Samheed say he didn’t know if he could trust him as a leader 


anymore. But Samheed surely knew how to pique Alex's interest. “All right, 
sure,” Alex said, relenting. “Have a seat. What's your idea?” 

The group made room, and Samheed sat down. “Well, I got to thinking. 
Since Gondoleery is starting to kill off Necessaries, maybe we could get 
them to join us and revolt against her.” 

Alex shrugged, a bit disappointed that was the best Samheed had come 
up with. “Yeah, we thought of that already. But the people of Quill are dead 
inside, and Gondoleery and Strang have been filling their heads with lies 
about how dangerous we are. We don't think we stand a chance of 
convincing them to join our side now.” 

Lani added, “You weren't there when Alex and I talked to Sully the driver. 
But he said that the people of Quill think the creatures of Artimé are all 
very dangerous. They believe our creatures and statues want to attack them, 
based on what Aaron and Gondoleery and Strang told them about Eva 
Fathom’'s death.” 

Simber snorted. “Well, maybe they'rrre rrright." 

Ms. Octavia batted at the cat with her nearest tentacle. "Stop it. You're 
gentle as a lamb.” 

Simber growled but didn't respond. He nodded to continue the 
conversation. 

"I know about the rumors,” Samheed said to Lani. “I was talking with 
Liam about it.” 

“But you still think it could work, convincing them to join us?” asked 
Alex, incredulous. 

"No," Samheed said. “Not that way, anyway.” 

"Then how?" asked Lani. “I don't get it.” 

"Well, this is where the crazy part comes in.” 

"I was wondering,” Alex muttered. 

"Quiet, Alex,” said Lani. “Go ahead, Sam.” 

Samheed seemed uncertain about continuing. He made no eye contact, 
choosing instead to stare at a spot in the garden box. "See," he began, “Liam 
also told me that the people of Quill have really only been roused out of 
their complacency once before." 

Ms. Octavia leaned in. “Have they? That's news to me.” 

"Yes," Lani said, tapping a finger to her lips. That's right, they have.” 

"I'd forgotten that,” Alex admitted. “It's true. According to Liam, anyway.” 


"Right," Samheed said, gaining a bit of confidence. “It was when Aaron 
was high priest and he began rewarding them with food. They responded to 
that in a way they never had before, and they were pretty loyal to Aaron 
after that even though he didn't pay much attention to them from that point 
on.” 

"So we should start offering them food?" asked Ms. Octavia. “Well, 
certainly, if it'll work. We have enough to spare.” 

“But the creatures and statues," Lani reminded the octogator. “The 
Wanteds and Necessaries are afraid of you. If we give them food, they'll 
think we're tricking them. So much of Quill is based on fear." She glanced at 
the instructor. “It's hard to understand if you've never lived there.” 

"Right," Samheed said. “I thought of that too." He slid his fingers over a 
particularly wide blade of grass, making it squeak. “But,” he went on, “they 
responded to Aaron, right? And Alex looks exactly like Aaron. So I was 
thinking maybe Alex could, you know, pretend he's Aaron. He wouldn't 
even need a disguise, really.” 

"That's brilliant!” Lani exclaimed. She turned to Alex and grabbed his 
arm. “You could go into Quill and act it all out. You know—you're Aaron 
and you've returned to your people, and you start giving out food and doing 
what Aaron would do to get them to respond, and you show them you're 
friends with Artimé now. And you prove to them that we're safe, and 
convince them all to rise up against Gondoleery!” 

Alex looked skeptical. “What happens when they discover I'm not Aaron? 
When they find out I lied to them and tricked them? Then what? Because 
you know they'll find out eventually.” 

"Oh, good grief, Alex," Lani said, frustrated. "Do you have to wreck 
every single good idea we have?” 

Alex looked at Lani and sighed. “You know, the problem with you is that 
you jump on things too quickly and you don't think them through all the 
way. Which is also why you were caught flat-footed without any spell 
components to freeze Gondoleery in the car when you were in disguise, like 
you wanted to do.” 

"Yeah, like you would have let us kill her if she was frozen!” Lani said. 
“Apparently she has to be a split second away from killing you before you'll 
take her out. Isn't that about right, Al?” 


Samheed ripped the tips of the grass from the lawn and threw them 
down. “I thought we weren't going back to this conversation,” he said. 

"I'm just giving an example,” Alex replied evenly, “just like you gave me 
when you thought I did something wrong.” 

"Well, stick to the topic,” Samheed said. “I think it's a good idea." 

"TIl gladly stick to the topic," Alex said. “The answer is no. I'm not going 
to impersonate my brother. | think it'll backfire horribly in the end. And | 
don't want to spend one second of my time acting like him—not that I even 
know how! Besides, how am I supposed to run Artimé if I'm busy being 
Aaron in Quill? How are the two leaders supposed to show trust for each 
other if they're never seen together? | can't be both people at once." He 
leaned toward Samheed. “This plan is fraught with problems. It's a disaster 
waiting to happen. Admit it.” 

Samheed frowned, thinking it over in silence. 

Lani sat up. “I've got it—I'll be Aaron! I'll disguise myself and do all that 
stuff so you don't have to.” 

Samheed groaned. “This is sounding eerily familiar" he muttered. “And I 
think I can predict Alex's response.” 

Lani went on planning out loud as if she hadn't heard Samheed. “I'm sure 
I can figure out Aaron’s mannerisms and stuff—he's got to be a lot like you, 
right?” 

"He's nothing like me," said Alex. 

"I mean on the outside,” Lani said. 

"He's nothing like me," Alex repeated, louder this time, “and Sam, you'd 
be right in your prediction, because the answer is, once again, no.” 

“Come on. Why not?” Lani asked. 

Alex clenched his jaw, trying not to raise his voice. “Because you don't 
have a clue about how he'd act, or what he'd say, or how he'd say it. You've 
never spent time with him. You've barely even seen him. You don't know 
him at all!" 

"Yes, but I know you really well—" 

"WE ARE NOT THE SAME PERSON" Alex shouted. 

Artiméans on the lawn stopped mid-conversation to look at Alex. 

“And frankly,” Alex said, quieter now, “it's extremely offensive to me that 
you'd think so." 


Lani stared at him, lips parted. “Sorry,” she muttered. Hastily she closed 
her mouth and sat back, stone-faced. The silence was palpable. 

“Excuse me,” Simber said quietly. 

Heated and breathless, Alex, Samheed, and Lani turned to look at 
Simber, who hadn't said a word in so long they'd almost forgotten he was 
there. 

"What is it, Simber?” Alex asked after he'd gathered his wits again. 

Simbers voice remained low, but the words he said were unmistakably 
clear: “Maybe the best solution is to find the rrreal Aarrron and brrring him 
back herrre.” 





The Craziest Plan of All 


The silence was eternal. And then Alex exploded. “Simber, have you lost 
your mind?" 

Lani, Samheed, Ms. Octavia, and Alex all began talking at once. 

"We just got rid of him, and now you want to bring him back?" Lani 
asked, incredulous. 

“Great, then we'll have two dictators to deal with,” muttered Samheed. 

"I have to agree with Alex, Simber," Ms. Octavia chimed in. “I think 
youve lost your mind.” 

Simber waited patiently for the chatter to die down before he tried to 
explain. 

"I rrreckon Samheed's idea is a good one,” said the cat. “But, as you'rrre 
discoverrring, the simplest plan is often the best. The disguise idea is too 
rrrisky. Lani has no idea how Aarrron interrracted with his people in orrrder 
to make them trrrust him.” 

Lani scowled, but she didn’t argue. Simber was probably right. 

"And asking Alex to become Aarrron is prrroblematic. It will only 
weaken Arrrtimé and exhaust him to be going back and forrrth, trrrying to 


be stealthy. Plus it puts him at grrreaterrr perrrsonal rrrisk of an attack from 
Gondoleerrry.” 

"And I refuse to do it,” Alex added. 

“And therrre's that,” Simber agreed. 

"What's simple about bringing Aaron back here?" Lani asked, dubious. 
“Sounds pretty complex to me.” 

"Its not complex at all," Simber said. “We know he went east. And 
because the upwarrrd waterrrfall exists on that end of the worrrld, he can't 
go far. Therrre arrre only thrrree places Aarrron can be, corrrect?” 

“Unless he's still floating around in a boat, yes,” Alex said. He listed 
them: “The cylindrical island next to us, the gorilla island beyond that, and 
Ishibashi's shipwreck island.” 

"Rrright.” 

"If he's even alive," Samheed interjected. "How do we know that?” 

"I just know," Alex said quietly. 

“But why bring him back?" Ms. Octavia asked. “He'll team up with 
Gondoleery and cause us twice the trouble.” 

They thought about that for a moment. 

"No," Samheed said slowly. “"Gondoleery won't team up with him. She 
doesn't need him.” 

"Sam's right. She wants him out of the way,” Alex said. “She'll want to kill 
him." He frowned. 

Simber looked on as they figured it out. 

"So why," Lani began, and then she stopped, scratched her head, and 
began anew. “What makes you think Aaron will do what we need him to 
do? Won't he just help us get rid of Gondoleery to try to put himself in the 
palace again? Then we'll be right back to the way it was before.” 

"Which would be an improvement from the current situation, | must 
point out,” Ms. Octavia said. “Aaron was dangerous, certainly. But he, at 
least, was somewhat manageable. Predictable, anyway. Gondoleery . . . is 
not.” 

Simber looked sternly at Lani. “If we make this move, Aarrron will do 
what we tell him to do, because if he doesn't, I'll kill him.” He looked 
sidelong at Alex and added, “With orrr without yourrr perrrmission.” 

Alex studied his hands, clasped in front of him. After a pause, he nodded 
very slightly to acknowledge that he'd heard Simber and didn't disagree. 


Satisfied, Simber continued. “Aarrron will be a lot easierrr to dispose of 
than Gondoleerrry, so if he trrries anything once she's gone, he'll be out too. 
He cerrrtainly won't rrrule Quill again. But it might be best forrr me to 
simply fly him back to wherrrever he was beforrre, once he's done the job 
we need him to do.” 

Alex was quiet. He'd worked so hard to forget about Aaron since he'd 
taken that irresponsible trip in the boat. And thanks to the Gondoleery 
situation taking all of his time, he'd succeeded. But here they were talking 
about bringing Aaron back. It was almost too much. 

He racked his brain to come up with a reason to shoot down the plan. 
But as crazy as the idea sounded, it actually made sense. Aaron could rally 
the people of Quill better than anybody else. That wasn’t saying much, but 
it was something. And it was the simplest, most solid plan they'd come up 
with after weeks of talking. 

"It'll take too long to find him,” Alex argued weakly. “The ship is so slow." 

"Clairrre's boat is fast,” Simber said. “And so am I, if it comes to that.” 

Ms. Octavia shook her alligator head firmly. "No. Simber, you must stay 
here. We need your protection. I don't like Alex going, either, but he's 
probably the only one who can convince Aaron to come with him and do 
what we want him to do.” 

"FII go along,” Lani offered. 

"Me too,” said Samheed. 

Ms. Octavia shook her head again. “We need both of you here, alongside 
Simber, in case something happens.” She looked at the cat. “Okay, Simber? 
We can spare Alex easier than we can spare you. No offense, Alex." 

"Its okay. I get it," Alex mumbled. He couldn't believe they were actually 
considering this. He hadn't had such mixed feelings since he tried to get 
Aaron to come to Artimé the first time. 

"I'm not happy about that, Octavia, but I agrrree," Simber said. 

Silence fell over the group as they tried to come up with other 
objections to the plan. When it appeared they had worked them all out, 
Simber looked at Alex. “You'rrre awfully quiet, Alex. What do you think? 
Can you convince yourrr brrrother to help us? Orrr will we need to take 
him forrrcefully?" 

Alex took a long time to answer. He stared at his hands, but they were 
blurry in front of him as he imagined Aaron half-starved, injured, fleeing or 


hiding from the saber-toothed gorilla. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to 
remove the image, but it wouldn't leave. 

"Wherever he is,” Alex said finally in measured tone, “he's in really rough 
shape. Or at least he was a few months ago when he was kidnapped.” He 
opened his eyes, and his hands came back into focus. He looked up at the 
others. “I think he’s got to be pretty scared. And yes, I believe he would 
come with me. Willingly. Gladly, even." Alex straightened, remembering it 
was his job to make official decisions. “Are we settled, then? Lani?” 

Lani nodded. “Yep.” 

“Sain? 

"Yes. I'm in," said Samheed. 

“And you trust me?” asked Alex. 

Samheed hesitated a fraction of a second. “I trust you.” 

Alex looked next at Ms. Octavia. “And you, Ms. Octavia. Do you 
approve of this plan?” 

"I do," Ms. Octavia said, “once I spend a little time preparing your boat.” 

Alex nodded. He turned to Simber. “I think we're all in agreement, then, 
Simber. I'll run it by Florence and Claire after Magical Warrior Training to 
make sure they agree.” 

Simber nodded. “Spike can follow along with you. She's verrry smarrrt. 
And we can send Charrrlie with you, too, now that Matilda has rrreturrrned 
to Arrrtimé. We'll be able stay in touch the whole way." 

"Yes. That'll be good,” Alex said, but he was feeling a bit numb and 
having trouble understanding his emotions about any of this. 

“Good. We'll figurrre out the rrrest of the logistics this afterrrnoon. Go 
think about it forrr a while.” 

Alex and Simber exchanged a meaningful glance, and then Alex stood 
up. An angry dust squall pounded the barrier. 

"There's no time to waste,” Alex said. "Ms. Octavia, if you could prepare 
the boat in time, I'll leave tonight. If all goes well, I'll reach the nearest 
island by morning.” 





Finding the Inner Applecorn 


Except for the hour of calm, Aaron spent days hunched over the telescope 
parts, working from early in the morning to late at night, barely pausing to 
eat, and forgetting completely the next time it was his turn to be the chef. 
No one scolded him, though. Sato silently took care of it for Aaron. He'd 
grown fond of the boy, and as he was also fond of the telescope, he hoped 
for Aaron's success in fixing it. 

Every day when the hour of calm was over and Aaron had returned to 
the shelter with whatever treasures he could carry from the ship, he made 
sure to sweep the rainwater back out of the entrance, and then he went to 
the corner of the greenhouse to work on the telescope. 

Finally one afternoon Aaron connected the last piece. He called the 
scientists to help him place the telescope into its cradle stand. Once they 
lifted it and settled it in, Aaron stepped back and pointed to it modestly. 

"I'm not sure if I have fixed it," he said. “Will one of you have a look?" 

Ishibashi urged Ito to step in. Ito angled the telescope toward the glass 
ceiling as the rain slapped down hard on it, and he peered into the eyepiece 
in the smaller end. Aaron stared at the floor, silently begging the telescope 
to work. 

Ito reached to adjust a knob at arm's length, never moving from the 
eyepiece. Then he turned a collar around the neck of the instrument. After a 
minute Ito said something in his language, which Aaron didn't understand. 
Ishibashi and Sato exchanged a hopeful glance. Aaron didn’t dare ask for a 
translation. He lifted his gaze and watched Ito's every move. 


Ito looked again and made a pleasant noise, and then he straightened up 
and spoke rapidly. Ishibashi and Sato began to converse excitedly, and they 
each took a turn looking through the eyepiece. Aaron stayed glued to the 
wall, hoping their excitement meant that he'd done it. And then, before he 
could see it coming, Sato, Ito, and Ishibashi turned and surrounded him. 
They shouted praises, and then Ito, whose eyes were shining, opened up his 
arms for an embrace while Ishibashi patted Aaron's back and said, “Good 
work, Aaron-san! You have done it!" 

As Aaron hugged Ito, his eyes welled up at the words. Ishibashi had 
called him Aaron-san. He squeezed his lids shut, trying to stop the tears 
from leaking out, and found himself burying his face in the eldest man’s 
bony shoulder. A lump of emotion blocked him from being able to speak. 

Next Ishibashi was hugging him, and then Sato was hugging him, and 
that was more hugs than Aaron Stowe could remember having since he'd 
left home after the Purge. He couldn't control his feelings, couldn't stop the 
tears of relief and joy, so he hurriedly tried to wipe them away. Ishibashi 
noticed. 

Aaron's mentor herded the other two men back to the telescope, giving 
Aaron a chance to pull himself together. “You'd better take a break now, 
Aaron-san," Ishibashi said with a toothless smile, “because Ito and Sato are 
already deciding which instrument they will make you fix next.” 

Aaron nodded and laughed. “Okay.” He wiped his eyes on his sleeve and 
stepped out of the greenhouse, going to stand at the entrance of the shelter 
to get a breath of fresh air. He'd done it. And it felt amazing. 

He stood near the entrance in a spot that would allow a bit of spray, but 
not the full force of rain, to refresh him, and marveled again at the perfect 
design of the rock slabs. 

He thought about the strange, joyous feeling in his heart from 
accomplishing something these scientists couldn't do. He thought about the 
way the time sped by when he was working on a machine or putting 
together an instrument, or creating a spider creature. He thought about how 
Ishibashi had said that nothing else mattered but what was inside him. And 
he also thought about how, if Justine had discovered his ability to create 
things like this, she would have sent him to his death. 

For the first time in his life, that thought didn't cut through him with 
burning, mind-numbing fear, and that rule didn't apply. In fact, stuck here 


on the Island of Shipwrecks, everything about Quill seemed entirely 
insignificant. With the spray soaking him through, Aaron smiled, and with 
growing satisfaction he looked out and said to the world, “I really think | 
could live here. Forever." 
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A Journey Begins 


Alex found Florence and Claire in the mansion. They listened to the plan 


and had much the same reaction to it initially as Alex did. Once they heard 
the reasons for going out to find Aaron, though, they came around just as 
the others had. 

Claire gave Alex a refresher course regarding her boat, which was 
actually his first real lesson, as he'd only borrowed the boat unannounced in 
the past and figured out some of its workings on his own. “Remember it's 
magically intuitive," Claire said. “It'll automatically avoid rocks or areas that 
are too shallow. You can take it as close to an island as you need to. It'll stop 
if it can't go any farther.” 

"Oh, that's right,” Alex said. He remembered that from his first trip in the 
gleaming white boat with Mr. Today, when they'd skimmed around the 
island to enter the palace from the magically hidden back entrance. It was 
an excellent feature. 

"Just set the location instructions and leave it,’ Claire continued. “And 
use the anchor spell if you need to go on shore anywhere.” 

"Right," Alex said. “Don't I have to steer it at all?” He'd always steered the 
boat before. 

"Of course not,” Claire said. “It's magic. If you want it to go 
automatically, you have to tell it where you want it to go—just like you do 
with origami fire-breathing dragons. But if you don't have a specific 


m 


destination or direction in mind, you'll need to steer it manually 
"I didn't know it could do that,” Alex said. “Sounds like I'll be able to get 
some reading done.” 


Florence spoke up. “We'll use the preserve spell on it in case the magic 
fails or something comes crashing into you. Then you won't end up in the 
same predicament as we were in before on the Island of Shipwrecks." 

"I think Ms. Octavia is already working on preserving it,” Alex said. 

“Excellent,” said Florence. 

"The boat should be able to maneuver you through anything,” Claire 
said. “Even the hurricane, if you end up that far. It's a very powerful 
machine.” 

I'm glad to hear that,” Alex said. "Wish we'd had that feature on the 
pirate ship.” 

"Me too,” said Florence. “Spike is going to follow along, so she can assist 
you and get you back here in case anything goes wrong with the boat." 

Alex nodded. “I'm sure we'll be fine.” 

"Who else is going with you?” asked Florence. 

"Charlie. I'll bring my sign language book, don't worry. I've been learning 
a little every night before bed.” 

“Good. We'll keep Matilda here, then. There's no good way to get her 
back into the palace, though we need ears there more now than ever. Ah 
well.” Florence trailed off, hand on her forehead, thinking. “Okay, so Spike, 
Charlie, and who else?" 

Alex shrugged. “That's it. You need everybody else here in case 
something happens. I'll be careful.” 

The ebony warrior, towering over Alex, leaned forward. “Oh no," she 
said. “You are not going alone.” 

Alex took a step back. “Lani and Samheed offered to come, but | don't 
want to take any spell casters away from Artimé. You need them if 
Gondoleery makes a move while I'm gone.” 

Florence began to pace, making the mansion shiver the tiniest bit with 
each step. “You need another human to help watch for danger in the 
unfamiliar places. Charlie won't be able to do much to help you, and Spike 
certainly can't if you go ashore anywhere.” She frowned and tapped her 
forefinger against her temple. “You can take Crow.” 

“But what about the babies?” Claire interjected. “We need him to take 


care of Thisbe and Fifer if we have to go into battle, so the rest of us are 
able to fight.” 


Florence frowned harder. “All right, then,” she said reluctantly. “I'll ask 
Sky if she's willing to go with you. I'll miss her quickness, but with her lack 
of magical ability, she'll be better at helping you search.” 

Alex turned to hide the smile that kept trying to force its way onto his 
lips. If he were to choose anybody to spend a few days with on a boat, it 
would definitely be Sky. He just hoped she'd agree to it. “That's fine,” he 
said, his lips still twitching. 

Florence wasn't oblivious. She knew he was pleased. “This isn't a pleasure 
trip," she warned. “Stay on your guard the whole time. You approach an 
island, you circle it, you call out for Aaron. If he's got any brains at all—and 
I'm not sure about that—then he'll be near the shore. If you must go ashore, 
find the best and safest way to land, and only land if there is a safe way. Find 
Aaron and get back to the boat. You saw what's waiting for you on that 
gorilla island. I didn't see it, but I know it was bad—Simber told me. | can't 
imagine Aaron could have survived if he made to that island.” 

“He's alive.” 

"So you say. Just be sure to always have a way out, and never forget why 
youre out there. And if you can't find him, move on.” 

“Okay, Florence, I get it," Alex said, beginning to get a little annoyed. 
"Are you seriously lecturing me on this right now?” 

Florence stopped pacing. “Sorry. You used to be a little kid.” 

Alex grinned. “All right. Just stop worrying. I'll be fine, and I'll be back in 
a few days if I'm lucky.” 

"I hope you're lucky," Florence muttered, and went back to her pacing. 

“Remember,” Alex said, "TII be in touch the whole time through Charlie.” 

"That's the only reason I'm letting you go.” Florence stopped at the front 
entrance and opened the door. “I'm going to see how Octavia's doing with 
the boat. And to check with Sky.” She left, closing the door behind her. 

Claire put her hand on Alex's arm. “You've got plenty of components?” 

"Yeah, thanks,” Alex said. “Though . . .” 

“What is it?” 

"Maybe I ought to take some heart attack spells with me, just in case.” 

Claire nodded. She knew why he didn't use them. She didn't like them 
either, for the same reason. But this was different. “I would if I were you,” 


she said. 
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That evening, with his vest loaded and an extra sack of spell components 
packed, Alex shoved a large handful of books into his rucksack. He included 
the sign language book, though with Sky along, he wouldn't need it quite as 
desperately as he'd thought. But he still needed to learn the language. 
Maybe Sky could help teach him on the boat. Alex packed a few more 
personal items and some clothes, and then sent an order to the kitchen for 
his favorite to-go meals for the trip. 

He checked his pants pocket to make sure he had Simbers dewclaw in 
there in case he had to summon the cheetah with a seek spell. And then he 
loaded his rucksack on his back and headed out. 

Sky met him on the lawn. She had her things packed too, and she didn't 
hide her grin when she saw him. 

"Ready for some excitement?" he asked her. 

"Ready," she said. 

Simber, Florence, Copper, and Ms. Octavia were there to send them off, 
as well as Samheed and Lani and the others who wanted to wish the 
travelers well on their journey. Crow was nearby with the twins to say 
good-bye too. 

The boat floated in the lagoon, ready to go. 

Ms. Octavia was all business. “I've installed a magical water fountain on 
board so you'll have freshwater to drink at all times,” Ms. Octavia said. "It'll 
never run out. And I've got boxes and boxes of food that the kitchen 
delivered. Most are in the cabin and a few are in the hold as backup in case 
you get lost or stranded somewhere and it takes us a few days to get to you. 
You'll find blankets, toiletries, music and art supplies, tools, a healer’s kit— 
everything you could possibly need.” She smiled proudly. 

“Sounds like we'll have enough food for an army," Alex said. “At least we 
know what's important.” He gave his instructor a hug and planted a kiss on 
the side of her snout. “Thank you, Ms. Octavia. We'll survive any disaster 
with this.” 

Florence spoke up. “I've put a sword and a dagger belt in there for you, 
Sky. Those weapons might also come in handy in case magic doesn't affect 
certain creatures you run into, like that eel." 


"A sword! Good thinking, Florence," Sky said. “Thanks.” She'd done 
some sword training with Mr. Appleblossom's stage combat class and knew 
how to use one—in a play, at least. She wasn't so sure about real life. 

Simber frowned at the mention of the eel, but they'd seen no sign of any 
ominous sea creatures since they had left the Island of Legends, which led 
them to believe they really had killed it. "That boat can outrrrun any eel,” 
he said. “Be surrre it does.” 

"I will," Alex promised. 

Fifer toddled over and grabbed on to Alex's pant leg. Alex picked her up 
and tickled her. She giggled. 

"I'm going away for a week or so, little Fig, but I'll be back," he said to 
her, and sang in a silly voice, “I'm off to fetch my evil brother.” Then he 
froze. “I mean, our brother," he said in his normal voice. 

"That's weird,” Sky remarked. 

"Yes, very,” Alex said. He walked with Fifer toward Thisbe and knelt on 
the ground by her. 

“Good-bye for now,” Alex said. "Do either of you have a hug for me?” 

Fifer threw her arms around his neck. Alex laughed and kissed her cheek. 
Sisters weren't so bad, he decided. 
and tried to kiss her cheek, but she was 
having none of it, preferring instead to pick a nearby reblooming flower— 


He gave Thisbe a hug as well, 
every time she picked it, another flower of a different color immediately 
bloomed in its place. It was an endless game for the little ones as the pile of 
picked flowers grew larger by the minute. 

"The chefs can use those discarded petals for something, I'll bet,” Alex 
said. 

"TII have the twins help me bring them into the kitchen,” Crow said. 

Alex grinned at the boy. “Thanks for taking care of them. They love 
you.” 

Crow shrugged. "I like taking care of them. They're all right when they're 
not both screaming at once.” 

"I agree," said Alex. He slapped Crow's shoulder and turned to the rest 
gathered there. 

"Where's Charlie?" he asked. 

"He's in the boat already," Sky said. She hugged her mother, and then 
hugged Crow. “And Spike is out there waiting.” She looked at her little 


family. “Alex and I will be all right," she said. “See you soon. Find Matilda 
anytime if you want to check in and see how we're doing.” 

Copper gave Sky's arm a squeeze. "We will. Be smart like always.” 

"I will.” Sky set down her rucksack, patiently waiting for Alex to finish 
saying his good-byes. 

Florence picked up Alex's and Sky’s personal items. “I'll put these in the 
boat,” she said, and waded out into the water. 

When all the warnings and reminders had been given, and all the hugs 
had been warmly received, Alex and Sky struck out in the water for the 
shiny white boat, climbed in, and got settled. 

Alex took the wheel, and soon, with the sunset at their backs and with 
Spike's faux-diamond spike glinting fifty yards off to starboard, they were 
on their way. 
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Just Friends 


Once Alex manually had the boat speeding over the waves at a brisk clip, he 


commanded it to aim for the nearest island to the east. He hoped that was 
enough information, and it seemed to be, for as soon as he said it, the boat 
adjusted its direction slightly, the wheel moving of its own accord. 

Alex took his hands off it and watched. And to Alex's great surprise, part 
of the dashboard slid aside, revealing a miniature blackboard. There was no 
face or personality to this blackboard, unfortunately—or fortunately, as the 
case may be—but there was, in fact, a map that appeared. And on the map 
were seven islands. They were headed directly for the cylindrical one. 

"Wow," Alex said, and motioned Sky to come over. “Check out what 
happens when you use the direction spell.” 

A gauge appeared in the corner of the blackboard. Estimated time of arrival: 9 
hours, 14 minutes, it read. 

"This is cool!" Sky said. “Does it give any information about the islands?” 

"No. It just marks their location in the sea.” 

"Oh." Sky was less than impressed. She'd gotten used to the 
conveniences of magic and had high expectations. 

"I'm sure Claire would have told us if it had that," Alex said. “It could 
have saved us some trouble.” 

"The waterfalls aren't on here, though, so that wouldn't have helped us." 

"Yeah. The strange block of land isn't on here either. Nine hours, thirteen 
minutes now.” 

“Sure isn't." Sky yawned and dropped into the passenger seat. It was soft 
and cushiony. She leaned her head back and breathed in the salty air. “This 


is awesome,” she said. "So we can sleep while it's driving us places?” 

"Sure," Alex said. “Spike will let us know if danger's afoot." 

"Or afin.” Sky wrinkled up her nose and laughed. “Get it? Never mind. 
That was dumb.” She picked up her rucksack and pulled out a book to read. 

"It was kind of dumb,” Alex admitted. He sat across from her and began 
to unpack. “Look, theres room to put your things away if you want. And 
each seat folds all the way flat like a bed for stretching out.” 

He lined up his books on a small shelf, and then stowed his extra 
clothing in the tiny cabin at the front of the boat. Charlie had claimed the 
cabin space immediately upon boarding, saying he didn't like looking at the 
water very much. But he was happy to share it with all the supplies they'd 
brought along. 

Sky put her books on the shelf next to Alex's, except for the one she was 
reading. It felt a little awkward being trapped on a boat for days with the 
person she liked, so she immediately grabbed a book and curled up with it. 

As darkness fell over them, the dashboard glowed with enough light to 
read by. The two lounged on opposite sides of the boat with an aisle 
between. They maneuvered their seats to fold down into beds, which felt 
almost as soft as any bed in the mansion. They both read their books 
intently, saying little to one another. Occasionally Alex glanced at Sky, and 
if she looked up, he pretended to check the dashboard map to see their 
progress and make sure they were still on course. They always were. 

After a time, Sky drifted off to sleep, and her book tumbled to the deck. 
Alex reached over to pick it up, and then he stood at the ship's wheel for a 
long moment, gazing into the darkness, and laughed a little at his full trust 
in the boat's ability to keep them from crashing into something. 

From the side of the boat, Spike called out, “Is everything all right, the 
Alex?" 

"Yes, it's perfect. Is it all right with you and the sea?” 

"It is," replied the whale. 

Alex smiled and glanced at Sky, whose back moved gently with her 
breathing. He turned back to the water, but he couldn't see Spike. “Good 
night. Wake me if anything seems unusual.” 

"I will," said Spike. 

Alex pulled two blankets from the tiny cabin. “Good night, Charlie," he 
said, signing it at the same time. 


Charlie signed good night. 

Alex closed the cabin door and draped one blanket over Sky. He pulled 
the other over himself as he lay down. The sea air filled his lungs, and soon 
he was asleep as well. 

It seemed like only a minute had passed before he was opening his eyes 
to daylight. The boat had slowed considerably, and as Alex sat up, he saw 
the towering wall of the cylinder island only feet away—almost close 
enough to touch. 

What he didn't see, on the opposite side of the island, was a floating 
creature unlike anything the Unwanteds had ever seen before. 





Island Number Seven 


Alex balled up his blanket and threw it at Sky's head. “Wake up!" he called. 
"We're here!” 

Sky groaned. She pushed the blanket aside and yawned. 

Alex rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked at the towering island. It 
was huge—much larger than he had remembered, but he'd never seen it 
close-up before. The smooth, sheer cylindrical island appeared to be 
entirely formed from light brown rock, with muted orange waves of color 
swirling through it, void of any particular pattern. It rose straight up into 
the air hundreds of feet. 

The boat slowly moved around the perimeter of the island, and the map 
on the dashboard flashed the word "ARRIVED" in green letters, which 
disappeared when Alex took over the steering wheel. He increased the 
speed slightly, staring at the immense wall before him for any clues on how 
he and Sky might be able to land. Was there an opening in the wall 
somewhere? 

Sky got up and stretched. She took in the new scenery for a moment, 
looking all the way to the top of the island at its spikey crown, where 


flowering ivy dangled down a short distance. She folded and put the 
blankets away. “See anything?” she asked. 

"Not so far," Alex said. 

"What did Spike say about it?” 

Alex turned and scanned the water. “I haven't seen her yet this morning.” 
He sped up the boat a bit more to see if the whale was visible around the 
curve. “Spike!” he called. 

There she is," Sky said, moving to Alex's side and pointing to a flash in 
the morning light. She opened the center of the windshield and hopped 
onto the bow, where there was even more cushioned seating. Straining 
forward over the railing at the point of the bow, she tried to see what was 
around the curve. 

Spike saw them moving in and came toward them. “There is a something 
floating,” she said, moving alongside the boat. 

"What is it?” Alex asked. "A boat?” 

"No. It is alive,” Spike said. 

"A floating, living creature?” asked Alex. “Like a duck of some sort?” 

"Oh, no, the Alex. It is not a duck. It is hiding from me. I cannot see it, 
but I know it is there.” 

Alex's lips twitched. He glanced at Sky, who was trying not to smile at 
the whale's odd way of speaking. Turning back to Spike, he said, "Do you 
think it's afraid of you? Is that why it's hiding?” 

"I do not think so.” Spike ducked under the water for a moment, 
disappeared, and came up on the other side of the boat. "I think it does not 
want to be seen by anybody. When I follow it, it stays out of sight around 
the curve of the island, even when I go very fast.” 

Alex wasn't sure what to make of it. “Do you think its dangerous? Like 
the eel?” 

Spike blew water from her blowhole. “It is not like the eel. I cannot tell if 
it is dangerous, but it does not want to attack us.” 

“How do you know that?” asked Sky. 

"I can feel it in the water." 

"She's intuitive,” Alex reminded Sky. 

“Can you talk to it?” Sky asked Spike. 

"I cannot get close enough to talk,” Spike said, “but if I go one way 
around the island and you go the other way, one of us might." 


Sky raised an eyebrow at Alex. "Is that a wise idea?” 

Alex shrugged. “We need to go around the island anyway to see if there's 
anyplace where Aaron might have accessed it.” To Spike, he said, “Okay, 
you go around to the right, and we'll go around to the left, and if at any 
time you think there is danger, just make a loud noise or something. 
Hopefully we'll hear you.” 

"I will do that," Spike said. 

The two parties split up, with Alex and Sky spending more time looking 
at the rock face than worrying about whatever floating nonduck thing was 
out there. 

As they scoured the rocky cylinder, Sky and Alex became more and more 
sure that Aaron couldn't possibly be on this island. The only way to access 
it was to fly up to the top, it seemed, like the birds that circled overhead. 

Sky absently combed her fingers through her hair before securing it in a 
ponytail. “Do you think there's any sort of door under the water, like with 
the Island of Fire?" she asked. 

Alex peered into the water. He could see a short distance underneath the 
surface, but the smooth rock looked no different below the water than 
above it, except for some wispy green algae growing on it. “I can't see any 
openings,” Alex said. “But I haven't been looking all the way around. I'm not 
sure we want to waste much time checking, either. Remember, as far as we 
know, Aaron can't swim. His chances of finding an underwater entrance to 
this island are about a million to one.” 

"That's true,” Sky said. She leaned forward over the bow. “Can you go a 
little faster? | want to see this creature Spike's talking about.” 

Alex increased the boat's speed, and soon they were on the shady side of 
the island a quarter of the way around from their starting place. The sheer 
wall didn't vary much. There were few cracks or crannies, and the divots 
and irregularities that could be used as hand- or footholds were too far apart 
to be used for climbing. Eventually Charlie emerged from the cabin, and he 
helped study the island, looking for a way in. 

As the boat continued, Alex became more and more certain this seventh 
island was determined to keep everyone out. “I wonder if we could scale the 
wall in some other way,” Alex mused. He thought about spells that might 
help with this, but he had nothing prepared that would do the trick. 


Sky looked up and blanched. “That's an awfully long way to fall,” she 
said. "I hope you're not thinking about trying.” 

"I don't have any components that'll work,” Alex said. “Unless you want 
to try scatterclips on me at just the right angle.” 

“Um, no, thank you,” said Sky. 

Alex grinned. “Besides, Aaron wouldn't be able to get up there either.” 

The two of them stared at the crown of the island, contemplating their 
options. 

In their silence, a faint, faraway noise could be heard. 

Alex looked at Sky. “Did you hear that?” 

Sky tilted her head, trying to identify the noise. They heard it again. “It's 
just a bird, I think," Sky said after a while. “It didn't sound like Spike." 

Alex nodded. He turned the wheel to follow the island's curve, and the 
sound came again, louder this time. 

"Wait—it is Spike," Sky said, sitting up. “Isn't it?” 

Charlie nodded emphatically. 

"I wonder if she found the floating creature," Alex said. He increased the 
boat's speed, and Sky went up to the bow and leaned forward, straining 
once more to see around the curve. 

A moment later she reared back with a shout and tripped over her feet 
trying to back up. "Stop!" she cried to Alex. "Go back! It's huge!” 

Charlie ran into the cabin and shut the door. 

Alex slammed the boat into reverse, but not before he caught a glimpse 
of what was most certainly the floating creature Spike had been talking 
about. 

This was definitely not a duck, nor any other type of bird. Curled up like 
a snake with four short legs and floating completely on top of the water, the 
black, shiny creature had a giant, gaping mouth filled with multiple rows of 
teeth, a regal plume of scales, like feathers, shooting up from the back of its 
head, and a thin tail that was so long it appeared to have no end. 

It made a strange cry, and fire shot from its mouth. Its tail lifted into the 
air like a rope lasso, and the creature headed straight for the boat. 
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The Mysterious Coiled Water Dragon 





Aaah" Alex shouted, and cursed under his breath as he fumbled with the 
boat's controls. “It's a dragon!" 

"Like the origami fire-breathing kind?" 

"Yeah, only a thousand times bigger and alive!” 

"Why is it in the water?” Sky asked, frantic, scrambling over to grab the 
sword Florence had given her. 

“Does that matter right now?” Alex asked. The magical boat skimmed 
backward over the water, and Alex and Sky remained frozen face-forward, 
unable to take their eyes off the dragon. 

The dragon, seeing the boat retreating, closed its mouth and stopped 
pursuing them. Alex slowed the boat to a stop so they could look at it from 
a safe distance. “We come in peace!" Sky yelled out. 

The dragon's ears twitched. 

Sky glanced at Alex. “It heard me,” she said. “Did you see that?” 

Alex nodded, not taking his eyes off the creature. “Do you think it 
understands us?” 

"I don't know," Sky murmured. She called out, “We don't want to hurt 
anyone. We are looking for someone. A human, like him." She jutted her 
thumb at Alex. “Have you seen him?” 

The dragon coiled up its extremely long tail. Its short, stocky legs, which 
ended in wide, webbed feet with three large, hooked claws, paddled the 
dragon through the water away from them. 


"Wait!" Alex studied the creature, and wondered why the thing seemed 
vaguely familiar when he hadn't ever seen a real dragon before. “Its all 
coiled up on the water,” he murmured. “A coiled water dragon. Where have 
we heard of it?” 

Sky frowned and shook her head. “I have no idea.” 

Alex thought harder. Had Ishibashi mentioned it? “Oh!” he exclaimed 
after a moment. “It was Talon from the Island of Legends.” He stood up on 
the captain's seat and hung on to the windshield. “Please wait! We are 
friends of Talon and Lhasa and Karkinos the crab, many days’ journey to the 
west!" he shouted. “I am Alex, and this is Sky. Our whale is called Spike, and 
she means no harm!" 

At this, the dragon stopped paddling. Alex could see Spike rounding the 
island, making a wide turn out to sea to keep from threatening the dragon. 

When the dragon looked at Spike, the whale swam closer and spoke up. 
"We are the ones who saved Issie and the squid from the underwater pirate 
cage,” Spike said. “Our friend Simber the stone cheetah broke the glass.” 

The three Artiméans peered anxiously at the dragon, which eyed them 
one at a time. Finally the dragon lifted its regal head, shaking out a scaly, 
shimmering mane, and a female voice boomed out over the water. 
“Approach without fear.” 

Alex and Sky dared not look at each other. 

Softly Sky said, “If she belongs to the Island of Legends, why is she way 
over here?” 

"Talon said she rules the sea,” Alex whispered, “so maybe she just floats 
around. He told me her name, but I don't remember it.” 

"I am called Pan," the dragon said. “I am the ruler of the sea.” 

Alex flushed, wondering if she'd heard their whispers. 

The dragon went on. “I am grateful to your people for rescuing our 
creatures.” Slowly she uncoiled, and uncoiled, and uncoiled. Alex, Sky, and 
Spike all watched in fascination as she spread out to her full, tremendous 
length, from her oversized head to her streamlined body, stout legs sticking 
out from the thickest part, all the way down to her spiked, ropelike tail, 
which began slowly snaking through the water, surrounding Spike and the 
boat and pulling them toward her fire-breathing, scale-shimmering head. 

Alex swallowed hard. Was this a trick? Were they about to get eaten? 


The dragon lifted her head to the sky and roared, flames shooting thirty 
feet into the air. 

Sky hopped backward, sword handle gripped tightly in one hand. She 
stood side by side with Alex, who reached his arm around her. Both of them 
shook with fear, and neither one was certain they were going to live 
through this. 

From the cabin, Charlie opened the door and peeked out, saw Alex's and 
Sky's faces, and closed it again. 

Once Pan had drawn them close to her and the island, she pulled her tail 
in and coiled it up once more, then lifted the coil in the air and began to 
rotate it. With a roar, she swung her tail up high in the air, where it 
stretched to a ridiculous length, never stopping until it cleared the crown 
and hooked on to something up there. The dragon grabbed its tail with its 
clawed feet and climbed up the sheer rock several yards. 

"Wow," Alex said under his breath. 

"I suppose that's one way up,” Sky said. 

The dragon, apparently settled while dangling twenty feet above the 
water, stretched its head down toward its rapt audience. ‘Tell me," she said, 
“how I can help you." 
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The Journey Continues 


Mex explained their plight to the dragon. “We're looking for my brother,” 
he said. “He looks just like me. His name is Aaron, and he is the former high 
priest of Quill. Have you seen him? Is he on your island?” 

The dragon regarded Alex. “I have not seen him," she said slowly. 

Sky pressed her lips together nervously, then asked, “He's not . . . up 
there, or anything, is he?” 

“No human has ever been,” the dragon boomed. 

"Oh, okay," Alex said, and though his feet felt like they were cemented in 
place, he leaned back slightly as if the powerful voice were pushing him. 

The dragon regarded Alex for a long moment before speaking once 
more. "I have seen no one resembling you.” 

Alex gulped and nodded, knowing they should just leave, but not quite 
satisfied enough to do so. “If—if I may ask... ," he began. 

“You may,” boomed the dragon. 

Alex lifted his chin bravely. "Is there any entrance to the island, or any 
sort of cave or nook nearby that a human might cling to?” 

There is not,” said the dragon, sounding slightly impatient. 

Alex dropped his gaze. “Okay, thank you.” He glanced at Sky, who had 


carefully put the sword aside, and then he went on. "I... we... I guess we 
should go, then. We have to find him.” He looked at the boat's controls, not 
daring to move. "Is it all right if we . . . go?” 


"Yes," said the dragon. She didn't move. 


Alex glanced up at her. “Thank you.” He hesitated. “By the way . . .” 
“What is it?” 


"Have you seen our friends lately? Talon and Karkinos and Issie? Is 
Karkinos . . . doing all right?” 

"Karkinos is ill," Pan said, her voice less booming now. “He's growing 
steadily worse.” 

Alex and Sky exchanged pained looks at the news. “I'm so terribly sorry 
to hear that," Alex said. 

"Me too,” said Sky. 

“And me,” said Spike. 

"If—if you see them,” Alex said, “will you give them our best? And. . .” 
He trailed off, knowing there was really nothing else to say. “Thank you,” 
he added feebly. “Thank you for your help today. It was nice meeting you. 
We'll continue looking.” 

Alex put his hand on the ship's wheel and spun it slowly, turning the boat 
to the east to continue their journey. “If there's ever anything we can do for 
you, please come to me,” Alex said over his shoulder. “We are from the 
island to the west." He thought for a moment, and clarified. “The 
southernmost bit of the island, that is. Artimé. Someone else rules the rest 
of the island. Someone . . . evil.” 

Pan nodded wisely, as if she already somehow knew this, but Alex didn't 
question her. 

As they rounded the island, the dragon called out in a terrible voice, 
“Wait!” 

Alex swung the boat around, and they looked back at the dragon. “Yes, 
Pan?” called Sky. “Can we help you?” 

"The stone cheetah who broke through the glass . . . Is it true that he 
flies?" 

Alex turned fully around. “Yes, he flies very well,” he said. 

Pan lifted her head. “And was it you who gave him wings?” 

Alex shook his head. “No, it wasn't. The mage who came before me 
created him that way.” 

Pan seemed saddened. “I see. And that mage is dead now." After a 
moment, the dragon bowed her head, as if indicating they were free to 
leave. 

Alex was surprised she knew so much about Artimé when he knew so 
little about her, but perhaps Talon had told her everything. And, he 
supposed, as the ruler of the sea, it was probably her job to know what was 


going on. Alex studied the dragon, and curiosity got the best of him. “Pan,” 
he ventured, “are you in need of wings?” 

Pan seemed to regret having asked the question. Absently she pulled her 
body up the wall by her tail, and finally she said, “I do not ask for myself, 
but for others.” 

Alex nodded. “I understand. If I ever figure out how to make something 
fly, shall I seek you out?” 

“Karkinos is more important,” stated the dragon. “You must help him 
first.” 

The request left a knot in Alex's stomach. He didn't have a clue how to 
fix Karkinos. They hadn't even had a chance to start working on a solution. 
"I will," he found himself promising, and he hoped he wouldn't regret it. 

“Because of your kindness,” Pan continued, “a word of caution as you 
journey eastward. Nothing good lies ahead of you. I advise you to turn back 
now.” 

Alex looked down. “Thank you," he said. “But I'm afraid we must 
continue.” 

Pan nodded. “May safety ride with you, then.” 

With that, the ruler of the sea dug her claws into the side of the island, 
dropped her tail deep into the water, and then curled it up, capturing three 
large fish quite expertly in its grasp. Then, tail hanging and fish struggling, 
she lunged her body upward and scrabbled to the top of the wall, swung her 
tail up and over the edge, and dropped the fish into the cylinder. Then she 
perched on the ledge between two points of the crown and watched as 
Spike swam and Alex guided the boat in the direction of the next island. 

Sometime later, when Alex looked back over his shoulder at the seventh 
mysterious island, the dragon was gone. But there were several thin trails of 
smoke rising from the top of it. 
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The Orange-Eyed Children 


Back in Artimé, Crow sat on the beach next to Carina, who had recovered 


nicely from her ice-spear wound by now. Sean sat on the other side of her. 
The three turned their backs on the dust squalls in Quill and tried to enjoy 
the weather as Thisbe, Fifer, and Carina's son, Seth, methodically scooped 
sand into tiny buckets and poured it over their legs. 

On the lawn behind them, Florence and Claire were working with the 
newest batch of spell casters, teaching them to master the basics— 
scatterclips, invisibility paintbrushes, fire steps, stinging soliloquies, clay 
shackles, and the like. As usual, there were some older Artiméans who 
joined the training sessions to improve their defense and attack skills. But 
this time the vast majority of the students were young immigrants with 
orange eyes and neck scars, who had been catapulted onto Artimé's shore as 
human weapons from Warbler, one island to the west. The Artiméans had 
later learned that the parents of these children had deceived Queen Eagala 
by offering up their children as part of a secret plan to save them from the 
queen's oppression and give them a better life. 

By now the Warbler children had settled in. Though they missed their 
parents terribly, compassionate Unwanteds had stepped up as they always 
did to offer comfort. The students had been taking classes for months with 
Ms. Octavia, Mr. Appleblossom, Claire Morning, and the other instructors, 
and some had already discovered what they were especially interested in— 
art, music, design, construction, theater, storytelling, inventions, and many 
other things. Now, in Magical Warrior Training, some of them found that 
they were decent spell casters, too. 


Crow, who didn't care to do magic and didn't like fighting at all, watched 
over his shoulder, trying to identify the best future mages of the bunch. 
He'd known some of the children before, from when he and Sky lived on 
Warbler. One of them, the pale, blond girl he'd translated for on the day of 
the attack, seemed to be quite a serious force. Her name was Scarlet. A boy 
a year or two older than Crow was also learning magic quite easily. 

Carina turned to see what Crow was looking at. “Who's that?” she asked 
him, watching too. “The boy next to Scarlet.” 

"That's Thatcher,” Crow said. “He's almost as good as Scarlet. Not quite.” 

Sean turned to look. “Ah yes, those two. I've been watching both of them 
lately. They're good." He turned back to check on the toddlers and make 
sure they weren't straying too close to the water. “Claire said she's got a 
good-size group of Warbler kids who are really starting to do well with 
their magic.” 

Thisbe came up to Crow and patted his cheek with a sandy hand. Crow 
smiled at the girl, and she dumped her sand on his stomach. “Oh, thank 
you!” he said, as if he sincerely meant it. 

"Ax?" said Thisbe, looking around. 

Fifer paused what she was doing and looked up. “Ax?” she echoed. 

“Alex went away in the boat,” Crow said. “Bye-bye. He'll be back in a few 
days." 

Thisbe frowned. “Boat.” 

“Uh-oh—I need more sand on my belly,” Crow said, patting it. Seth ran 
over and provided it, and then the girls did too. 

Carina looked on. Crow was so tolerant and good with the little ones. It 
warmed her heart to watch him. She glanced at Sean and gave him a 
sparkling smile. He leaned over and kissed her. 

Crow peeked at them, only a little embarrassed. When the kiss went on a 
bit too long for his liking, he turned to watch Magical Warrior Training 
once more. His friend Scarlet was stealthily aiming a component at 
Thatcher while the boy joked around with Claire and Florence. The boy's 
dark brown skin was a few shades lighter than Florence's ebony hue, and his 
hair was black and curly. A moment later his hair exploded, turning bright 
pink. 

“Flaming color spell," Crow remarked with a grin. Florence's rumbling 
laughter could be heard across the lawn as Thatcher tried to figure out what 


had just happened to him and who was responsible. Scarlet pretended to be 
very focused on her components and never cracked a smile to give herself 
away. Crow admired her for a moment before turning his attention back to 
the children. He glanced sidelong at Carina and was relieved to see that she 
and Sean had stopped kissing. 

"Do you think their parents will ever escape from Warbler?” Sean said. “It 
would be awful if they never got reunited.” 

"If they don't escape," Carina said, “I suppose we'll have to rescue them.” 

“Add them to the list,” said Crow. 

Sean laughed softly. "The never-ending rescue list.” 

"If the kids keep working hard on their spells," Crow said, “maybe they'll 
be able to help.” He pressed his lips together. Maybe he ought to be over 
there too, learning magic so he could help rescue the Warbler parents. The 
thought made his stomach cramp. 

"L hope so," said Carina. She stretched out her shoulder gingerly. 
“Because I'm about ready to retire.” 

Crow flashed her a worried look. “If I didn't have the twins to look after, | 
would probably be better at magic," Crow said, feeling guilty. 

Carina looked sharply at him. “Crow, do you want to learn magic and 
fight?” 

Crow looked down. “I mean, I feel like I should. . . .” 

"Stop," Carina said, holding up her hand. “No. There's no guilt here. 
There are plenty of people in Artimé who choose not to fight. Every person 
decides for himself—that's the way it has always been. But you have a much 
more important job. Do you realize that? The head mage of Artimé has 
entrusted you with the care of his sisters. That's a pretty big responsibility. 
Do you enjoy your job?” 

Crow nodded at the sand as Fifer clocked him in the head with her 
empty bucket. “I love it," he said. "It's the best job in the world.” 

Carina put her hand on Crow's knee. “And I love to fight. I was only 
making a joke before. Magic and fighting for Artimé make me feel alive 
inside. And working with children makes you feel alive, right?” 

Crow nodded again. He lifted his head to look at her. 

"We do what we love here," Carina said. “Right? Okay?” 

"Okay," Crow said, relieved. With a big sigh, he flopped back in the 
sand, a tremendous weight lifted from him. And then Thisbe plopped down 


on his stomach, and Fifer poured a pail full of sand over his face. 





Regrets 


With the boat operating on Alex's command and heading for the next island 
—the one with the gorilla—Alex and Sky delved into the stacks of books 
they'd brought. Sky's were mostly books about science, nature, and animals, 
which she'd gotten from Lani, hoping to find something that would help 
them in case they came face-to-face with the gorilla. 

Alex's books were all from Mr. Today's library in the Museum of Large, 
and topics consisted of magic, ethics, and weather, and volumes upon 
volumes of the old mage's journals, which spanned over fifty years of his 
life. 

Sky initially set out to find everything she could about gorillas, but now, 
in the back of her mind, she was also looking for information on 
crustaceans, in case there was anything useful about fixing the ailing health 
of the giant crab. 

They studied in pleasant silence, trying to cram as much information into 
their brains in the time they had. Every now and then one of them broke 
the silence with a few interesting lines from what they were reading. 


"Gorillas like fruit," Sky said, eyes glued to her page. “They're also 
supposed to be gentle.” She snorted and looked up. “I'm not sure if this book 
is going to help us at all.” 

"Doesn't sound like it. The saber-toothed gorilla I saw was not gentle. 
And the only fruit it ate was probably whatever that pig had in its stomach.” 

"Ew," muttered Sky. “Thanks for that visual.” 

"You're welcome.” Alex reached over to her seat with his foot and poked 
her. 

She grabbed his toes and bent them backward. 

"Ow!" he yelled, half laughing, and quickly pulled his foot back to his 
own side of the boat. 

Sky grinned slyly and kept her eyes on her book. 

They retreated back into silence. 

While eating lunch later, Alex looked up from his book. “I just read a 
journal entry from Mr. Today where he mentions Ishibashi. He was talking 
about the tube.” 

“Does he say how to fix it in case it ever breaks?" Sky asked sarcastically. 

"No, of course not.” Alex was tempted to jab her with his foot again, but 
he valued his toes. "He also doesn't say here how he met the scientists. | 
wonder if he wrecked on their island too?" 

Sky nodded. “I've wondered that as well. I wish we'd thought to ask 
Ishibashi when we were there.” 

"I really regret not asking Ishibashi to tell us everything he knew about 
Mr. Today,” Alex admitted. "I was so preoccupied with trying to get off that 
island that I didn't take the time to really talk to him." 

Sky closed her book and sat up. “It's understandable. Plus he didn't seem 
to want to talk about certain things, like where he came from." She stood up 
and wandered over to look at the map on the dashboard. “It'll be dark when 
we get there,” she said. 

"We're not going on shore unless we can see,” Alex said. “We'll have to 
wait until morning to look for Aaron." 

"Yeah." Sky lifted her head to the breeze, closed her eyes, and inhaled 
deeply. Then she reached her hands up and stretched. 

Alex watched her. The sun and sea air filled her brown cheeks with the 
glow of life. Impulsively, he reached over to the steering wheel and cranked 
it to one side. 


Sky, thrown off balance, shouted and landed hard in Alex's lap. 

"Oof," he said, recoiling, and grabbed her around the waist. 

"You did that on purpose,” Sky said, squirming and laughing. She leaned 
down until her face was aligned with his. 

“Maybe,” Alex said. He looked into her eyes. 

"We're probably going off course now,” Sky murmured. 

“Good thing we don't have to be there until morning, then.” 

Sky grinned. “Aren't you going to let go of me?” Her lips were 
dangerously close to his. 

“Do you really want me to?" he asked. 

"You're the one who needs to concentrate so badly,” Sky said. She moved 
back an inch. 

"You're so practical," Alex said, cringing. But he knew she was right. He 
loosened his grip so she could stand up if she wanted to, but kept his fingers 
lightly laced around her waist . . . in case she didn't. 

"I don't know about that," Sky said. “If I were really practical, I'd point 
out that you don't have me to blame as a distraction for totally mucking up 
your Gondoleery plan.” 

"Oh, really?” Alex's lips parted at the insult. “Is that right?” 

"Isn't it?” Sky said coyly. “Think about it, since you're thinking about 
regrets. And you should consider this: Maybe you're just looking for 
something to blame when things are naturally going to go wrong sometimes 
anyway.” She paused, thinking. “Or you're just looking for a way to explain 
the fact that you're a human who is constantly faced with new dilemmas, 
and therefore you're going to fail sometimes.” 

Alex frowned. “Wow, that was direct. Anything else?” 

I'm not insulting you, Alex,” Sky said. “I'm pointing out that you are 
probably the biggest perfectionist in the world, and you think that 
someday, when all the stars align and when all the conditions of your life 
and relationships are exactly perfect, you will never fail at anything.” She 
chuckled under her breath and shook her head a little. “And when you've 
driven everybody away to accomplish that impossible feat, well, thats when 
youll figure out that you've become the biggest failure of all.” 

Slowly Sky sat up straight and pulled out of Alex's grasp. Alex dropped 
his head back on the cushion, her words stinging hard. 


Sky squeezed his shoulder and stood up, moving over to the control 
panel. “Looks like the boat put itself back on course automatically after your 
little stunt," she said, looking at the map. 

Slowly Alex sat up, feeling bruised all over. “That's good," he said, his 
voice hollow. After a moment he picked up his book and pretended to read 
once more. 

Sky gave him a pitying glance, which he didn't see. But she knew he 
needed to hear what she had to say. The problem was, maybe he needed to 
hear it from somebody other than her. 

But no one else knows about our private conversations, about the fears and dreams be 
reveals to me, she argued with herself. And no one else could see it the way 
she could. Still, she hadn't meant to hurt his feelings. She just wanted to 
point out what was painfully obvious . . . to her, anyway. 

The afternoon passed slowly, Alex barely grunting whenever Sky offered 
up a tidbit about gorillas or an interesting fact about crabs. And after a 
couple hours of it, Sky began to wonder if Alex was ever going to get over 
his bruised feelings, or if he'd stay mad at her forever. 

As they sped along, the sun was high overhead. Sky snapped her book 
shut. 

Alex, startled by the noise, looked up. 

"Its because I love you, Alexander Stowe,” Sky said abruptly, barely able 
to comprehend what she was doing. “That's why I said those things. Because 
I... because I love you.” 





More Regrets 


Mex stared. 

And Sky choked. Before her mouth had finished forming the words, she 
regretted blurting out her confession of love. What was she thinking? And 
the more Alex sat there staring, the more she felt she had to do something 
fast. 

"I mean, as a friend! A—a—a sister!" Sky nearly shouted, even though 
Alex was sitting across from her. 

She slapped a hand over her eyes. What? she thought. No! Not as a friend! A 
sister? Stop talking! 

Alex continued to stare, his face awash in conflicting emotions and 
settling on complete confusion. “So, um, do you want to maybe try that 
again from the beginning?" he finally asked. 

"No! Nothing!" Sky said. Which didn't even make sense. She turned 
abruptly and went to the bow, her face burning and her insides twisting. 
She crouched on the seat cushion and gripped the chrome railing, leaning 
out over the water. Why did she say it? 

The first part was true. She loved him. She'd loved him for a long time, at 
first as a friend, but never, ever like a sister. Ugh! And while she wasn't 
romantically dramatic enough to declare she'd been in love with him since 
the moment she'd laid eyes on him, she was pretty sure she'd fallen in love 
with him the day he swam out to her raft when she'd foolishly set out to 
save her mother on her own. 


But then she'd gone and ruined everything. Like a sister? Where did that 
even come from? 

And now she was trapped. She'd have to stay on the bow of the Claire 
forever or try to melt into the cushions and disappear. 

"Hey!" Alex called out. “That wasn't awkward or anything.” 

Sky cringed. "Shut up and toss me some books.” 
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The day wore on, and soon the sun was beginning to set. Alex, still 
confused about what had happened, wasn't quite sure what to think. First 
Sky had told him all his faults, and then she said she loved him . . . like a 
sister. What was that all about? It felt like a punch to the gut. 

If there was something Alex had never envisioned about his relationship 
with Sky, it was her acting like a sister to him. Had something changed? 
Had he been so self-absorbed that he'd missed it? Or maybe this was all part 
of how he was “pushing people away,” as Sky had accused him of. 

He grumbled to himself as he read Mr. Today's journal. Sky had certainly 
pulled out all the stops in that speech. She hadn't held back in telling Alex 
all the things that were wrong with how he was living his life as head mage. 
The words had stung. They still stung. And he was having a hard time 
understanding why she had decided to attack him like that. 

Was there any truth to it? Had he been using her as the reason for his 
failures? And just why was it that Alex always expected to get everything 
right, every time? Nothing about his job as head mage was comfortable or 
easy. None of this was familiar at all. And Mr. Today had really left Alex 
completely unprepared. 

Sky seemed to think it was okay to fail once in a while—that people 
expected that. But Alex hadn't felt that way. Not ever. Alex looked at every 
decision he made as all-important and absolutely crucial. If he failed, he was 
a bad leader. If he succeeded, well, then he was just doing his job. Every 
failure he'd made was mortifying. What would the people of Artimé think of 
him if he couldn't get something right the first time? They'd revolt. Or fire 
him, or something. Or worse, they'd call him a failure. It was much safer for 
Alex to analyze everything, determine the cause of his mistakes, and try to 
eliminate those things from his life. 


"Like now, for instance," Alex muttered under his breath. He'd been 
staring at the same page for half an hour, analyzing everything that had just 
happened. If this most recent distraction caused him to fail at finding Aaron, 
he was going to be really mad. 

Abruptly Alex closed his book and stood up. Feeling restless and trapped, 
he moved to the stern of the boat and looked back in the direction of the 
cylindrical island, which was gone from view by now. He shoved his hands 
into his pockets and filled his lungs with air, then let the breath out slowly 
as he watched the sun disappear. Sky had told him it was okay to fail and 
said she loved him, which had given him the most amazing rush of feelings. 
And then she had ruined it all. 

Alex sighed, contemplating the situation. They were stuck together on 
this boat for the next few days, at least, in close quarters. It was beyond 
uncomfortable. He wasn't sure how to face her. The tension was horrible. 
Maybe if he didn't look at her until after dark, it would be easier. Maybe 
they could pretend that whole scene had never happened, because they 
couldn't very well go on like this indefinitely. 

When night fell, and the lush, green island number six was in sight, lit up 
by the moon, Alex finally stopped trying to avoid Sky. From the captain's 
seat, he looked at her for the first time in a long time. And, to his relief, she 
was sound asleep. 

He gazed at her for a moment, then pulled out the blankets. He dropped 
one on his seat and carried the other one to the bow and draped it over her, 
tucking it in so it wouldn't blow away. With the soft glow of the moon 
illuminating her face, she looked otherworldly—too good to be true. A 
sharp pain stabbed through Alex's heart as he fought the urge to brush the 
hair from her face, hold her in his arms, and kiss her soft lips. 

He turned away and went back to his position at the controls, verifying 
they were still a few hours from reaching the gorilla island. From his perch, 
he looked out over the water, scanning it for Spike, whom he'd forgotten 
about most of the day. 

"Spike?" Alex called in a low voice, growing fearful at the realization that 
he hadn't noticed the whale in a long time. Was she still with them? 

"I am here, the Alex," said Spike from the other side of the boat. With a 
splash, Alex caught sight of the whale's tail, and then a moment later, Spike 
surfaced at Alex's side. 


"Good," Alex said. “I was worried we'd lost you.” 

"I was being quiet like the Alex and Sky." 

Alex chuckled softly. He was proud of his creation. She was so smart, yet 
wonderfully naive in her early stages of life. “So you heard the 
conversation?” Alex asked. 

"Yes, it was very interesting, thank you.” 

"Did you learn anything?” Alex asked. “Because I just got more confused 
about life.” 

"Oh yes,” Spike said. “I learned that you are very hard on yourself.” 

Alex considered that. “I suppose I am," he said. “But I want everything to 
go right.” 

"It goes the way it goes,” Spike said. “Sometimes your right isn't the same 
as the other people's right.” 

Alex blinked. He wasn't sure what Spike was trying to say. “But my right 
is the only right," he said, a smile playing at his lips. 

Spike didn't answer at first. And then she said, “That makes me feel 
scared, the Alex. I don't like it.” 

"I'm sorry, Spike," Alex said quickly. “I was only teasing. Making a joke. | 
didn't mean it. There are many different rights, and many different wrongs, 
I think.” 

Spike blew a spout of water from her blowhole. “Thank you for teaching 
me what your joke voice sounds like. I will understand next time." 

Alex rested his chin on his arm and watched the whale swim effortlessly 
through the water. While he watched, he wondered if he had really been 
joking at all. 
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Circling 


Mex endured a troubled night of sleep as the questions ran endlessly 
through his head. Did he really think his way was always the right way? Did 
he look for people and things to blame his failures on? And why was he so 
afraid to fail? Because that much was true—he admitted it. The thought of 
failure was frightening to Alex, and he never truly considered it an option in 
any part of his life. 

Which was entirely ridiculous. He didn't expect anybody else to get 
through life without failing sometimes. So why did he expect them to think 
that of him? 

It was because he was the leader of Artimé. A great weight had been 
thrust upon him against his will. He could have walked away. But he hadn't. 
He'd taken it on, and somehow that had landed him here—a teenage ruler 
with responsibilities so heavy even Mr. Today had been weary holding 
them. And that was before the chain of rescues and battles. 

When Alex opened his eyes, he stared at the sky and knew that he 
needed to make some changes in his life. He had lost perspective. And he'd 
been too hard on himself. And that, he believed, made him a weaker ruler, 
not a stronger one. He'd lost his sense of instinct as he'd mired himself in 
people's high expectations. He'd lost creativity, no doubt, when he'd put all 
sorts of rules on himself. He'd stopped himself from feeling things for 
Sky ... or at least he'd tried. It was almost like a piece of Quill still ruled 
inside his brain, telling him what he could and couldn't do. Telling him he 
wasn't good enough, and that failure was wrong. Telling him not to feel his 
feelings. 


The thought was shocking. As hard as he'd tried to turn from Quill's 
rules, he was still fighting them every step of the way, and he hadn't even 
realized it. Until now. Until Sky punched him in the face with it. 

A splash woke him from his reverie. He sat up and looked over the side 
of the boat, which floated several yards off the coast of the lush island. Sky 
was swimming, getting some exercise after a long day. Or maybe she was 
still trying to avoid him after yesterday. 

“How's the water?” Alex called out. 

She ignored him, or more likely she didn't hear him, and kept swimming 
in a straight line parallel to the shore. Alex took the wheel and commanded 
the boat to troll in the water a short distance behind Sky, and then he 
stripped off his shirt and jumped in next to her. 

She yelled, startled, and then grinned and spit water in his face and kept 
swimming. 

Phew, Alex thought, treading water and grinning back at her. Things were 
going to be okay. 
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After several hundred yards, the two climbed back into the boat, refreshed, 
and Alex turned it to circle the island. He took a good long look at it. They 
were coming up to the area where they'd seen the word “HELP” spelled out 
in bones, and as he toweled off, he began to watch for it. Common sense 
told him that if someone had been able to make a sign there, chances were 
that it was at least a little safer than other parts of the island. 

“Maybe we can spot the gorilla as we circle and then speed around to the 
other side of the island and start searching there before it gets to us," Sky 
suggested. She pulled out a container of breakfast items that the kitchen 
had prepared for them and took one out, attacking it ravenously. “How do 
they keep this so fresh and hot?” she asked, her mouth full. “I love magic.” 

"That's something I definitely don't know how to do,” Alex said. 

He turned back to look at the island. Two-thirds of the island was at or 
only slightly above sea level, and he could see an old ship that had run 
aground about a quarter of the way around the island from them. The other 
one-third of the island rose up sharply. "I'm hoping we don't have to go 
ashore at all," Alex said. 


He scanned the beach area as they rounded a sharp point of the island. 
When they came upon the bone sign, Alex gasped. “Sky, look," he said, 
pointing. 

Sky looked, and she gasped too, almost inhaling a rather large 
bumbleberry from her breakfast pie. She licked her fingers quickly and 
stood up. “It says ‘come back.” 

"I know," Alex said reverently. 

“That means... that means. . .” 

"It means somebody changed the sign since we passed by here last time,” 
Alex said. 

"Do you think they're talking to us? Did they see you and Simber fly 
over, | wonder?" 

Alex shook his head. “I don't know. We know there have been other 
ships passing by besides us—Simber saw one, remember?” 

"Maybe its Aaron who changed the sign, asking the pirates to come 
back." 

“Maybe.” Alex's insides twisted. Could they be close to finding Aaron? 
Part of him hoped for it, and part of him never wanted to see his twin again. 
The conflict was eating him up. 

"Let's not waste any time, then,” Sky said. “Pull up as close to shore as 
you can and start circling. We'll call out his name and see if he answers.” 

Alex hastily shoveled down the rest of his breakfast and then guided the 
boat toward the shore, letting it determine when they could get no closer. It 
moved around shallow spots and kept them within spitting distance of land. 

"Keep an eye out behind us, Spike,” Alex called to the whale. “Let us 
know if you detect any signs of life.” 

"Yes, the Alex,” said Spike. "I can feel something strange, but I don't 
know what it is.” 

"The gorilla, maybe," Alex said. They moved along slowly, calling out 
Aaron's name regularly and trying to see through the bushes and trees that 
grew all the way to the island's edge. Both Alex and Sky pretended like 
yesterday's blowup had never happened, and it was easy not to actually look 
at one another since they were both looking so hard to see through the 
brush. 

It was the largest island of the seven, and other than some birds chirping 
occasionally and a rustle of a bush now and then as an unknown animal 


startled and ran, there didn't seem to be much happening—along the shore, 
at least. The only interesting thing they saw was the shipwreck, but it was 
abandoned and so old there couldn't possibly be anyone left alive from 
whenever it wrecked. They didn't dare go ashore to look at it. 

By the time they'd made it around the low end of the island and the land 
began to rise up out of the water, it was midafternoon. 

Faced with the rocky high side of the island, Alex stopped the boat in 
the shade, and they took a break to eat. 

Sky poured water from Ms. Octavia's fountain and handed a cup to Alex, 
who was rummaging through a crate of lunches. He pulled out Sky's favorite 
meal no matter the time of day, and handed it to her: sweet applecorn on 
toasties with platyprot eggs, which cooked up multicolored and presented 
beautifully. The food was exactly the right temperature, and Sky dug in 
hungrily. 

Alex pulled out his favorite, a thick seafood chowder with a slice of fig- 
jam toast, which he'd taken a strange liking to ever since Fifer shoved a 
piece of hers into his mouth. He smiled, thinking of her as he took a bite. 

"What's funny?” Sky asked. 

"Just thinking about my sisters.” He laughed. “It's still weird to call them 
that." 

"So you like them?” 

"Yeah, I really think I do," Alex said. “I mean, all right, obviously I was a 
little unsure at first. But . . . they're okay. They're nice." 

Sky wiped her mouth. “I saw one climbing up the staircase the other day 
calling out ‘Ax! Ax!’ It was so cute.” 

“Really?” Alex sat up. “Are you serious? Do you think she was calling for 
me?” 

"Of course! I mean I certainly hope she wasn't calling for a real ax." 

"Which twin was it?” 

"I don't know. I can't tell them apart.” 

"It doesn't matter, anyway.” Alex couldn't stop grinning. "Ax. That's cool. 
It makes me seem really tough, too.” 

Sky groaned. “Great.” She folded up her empty plate until it made a 
bright popping sound and disappeared, then rinsed her hands in the water 
fountain. 


Alex hesitated, wondering if now would be a good time to tell her that 
he'd been thinking about what she'd said. But he didn't want to start an 
argument when they needed to look for Aaron. Besides, he was still thinking 
about it. A lot. 

So he commanded the boat to begin circling the island once more, this 
time from a bit more of a distance so they could keep an eye on the rising 
accessible part of the land. 

“Aaron!” he shouted. 

“Aaron!” echoed Sky. 

A moment later Alex frowned. “Do you hear something?” 

Sky nodded. “Something's rumbling. Reminds me of the hurricane after 
the hour of calm, when the thunder starts rolling back in.” 

They were silent for a moment, watching the highest point of the island 
but unable to really see anything except for the grass and trees on the 
downward slope before the land dropped off and became sheer rock. 

"Spike?" Alex called softly. “I'm going to speed around to a spot where we 
can have a better look. Charlie, you might want to get in your safe place in 
the cabin. Sky, hang on. We're going to fly.” 

Charlie moved toward the cabin but stayed on deck to watch. Alex 
pressed down on the throttle until they were skimming over the water full 
speed ahead to the south side of the island, where they'd seen the come- 
back sign. Even with the noise from the boat, they could both tell that the 
rumbling sound was increasing. 

As they rounded the highest point of the island and sailed to where the 
waterfall was visible and the land sloped quickly to just above sea level, Sky 
touched Alex's shoulder and pointed. Alex cut the motor so the boat drifted 
just offshore. 

It looked as though the center of the island was moving or shifting 
toward them. The trees and long grasses waved in a single giant motion, 
and for a moment, Sky thought the island was about to split in two. After a 
few curious minutes of watching while the thundering increased, she caught 
a glimpse of black and silver, and then more black and more silver, and as 
the sound grew, a tremendous beastly cry rang out. 

Charlie dove for the safety of the cabin as a stampede of what seemed 
like hundreds of silverback saber-toothed gorillas burst through the thick 


brush and flattened the grasses. They barreled straight toward the beach in 
front of the boat, growing larger by the second. 

“Oh my—" Sky breathed. “Look at them all! They're not going to stop.” 
She gripped Alex's arm. “Alex! They're not stopping!” 

And she was right. The front line of gorillas reached the sand, continued 
toward the edge of the shore, and plunged into the water without even 
slowing down. They splashed in the direction of the boat, their fangs 
gleaming. 

"They can swim!” Alex yelled in fright. He lunged for the controls, trying 
to turn the boat around, but he was so flustered that he fumbled everything. 
Finally, with the grunting carnivores nearly upon them, he managed to 
shout out a command to the boat to head straight out to sea. As the first 
gorillas reached out their clawed fingers and grabbed the side of the boat, 
the vessel kicked into gear, shaking most of the gorillas loose. But one held 
on. With saber teeth just feet away, Sky jumped to the other side of the 
boat and dove for the sword, while Alex tried desperately to shake the beast 
off by grabbing the wheel and steering as wildly as he could. 

Off balance, Sky pulled the sword back and slammed it down on the 
gorilla's arm. The beast roared in pain, its open mouth wide enough to fit an 
entire human head. Alex grabbed spell components and began throwing 
scatterclips at the beast, but they seemed useless. The gorilla wouldn't let go 
of the side of the boat. It began to pull itself up as Sky cracked it over the 
head with the sword. She could smell its sickening rankness. 

Alex pulled out a handful of heart attack components and looked at 
them. He cringed, took a breath, and closed his hand firmly around them, 
winding up for the throw. “Heart attack!" he cried, sending them soaring at 
the beast. The gorilla seemed stunned for a moment, but it still didn't let go. 
Instead it gripped the side of the boat with its elbow and began hauling one 
leg up over the railing. 

"Get off!" Sky screamed. She slammed the sword down again, then pulled 
back and sliced it sideways through the air, smashing it with all her might 
into the gorilla's head. 

The creature wobbled, and its hand slipped. But with a mighty reach of 
its other hand, the gorilla grabbed the back of Sky's shirt and yanked her 
toward its face. Sky twisted around and slammed her elbow into the 
creature's eye. She tore herself from its grasp, sending her sword skittering 


across the deck. The back of her shirt was shredded from the beast's sharp 
claws. 

After dodging and fighting off multiple gorillas, Spike finally caught up 
to the boat. She tried jabbing the stubborn gorilla with her spike, then 
grabbing its legs in her mouth to pull, but every time she got a grip, Alex 
yanked on the steering wheel, which sent Spike flying and trying to catch 
up again. 

Alex, who was still trying to shake the creature off the boat, pelted the 
gorilla with half a dozen more heart attack spells, but the beast wouldn't die. 
Sky regained her footing and, with a mighty raging yell, grabbed on to the 
seatback and kangaroo kicked her feet at the gorilla's mouth. She landed on 
the railing, stomping on the gorilla’s fingers. Then she jumped back to the 
deck, picked up her sword again, reared back, and shoved it into its leg. 

The gorilla howled and snapped at Sky and Alex, its sabers dripping with 
saliva. 

Alex shot one more round of heart attack spells. This time the gorilla's 
head finally flopped back. And with a last swerve of the boat from Alex, the 
creature's grip released. It fell backward with an enormous splash into the 
water and sank. 

Stunned, Sky staggered to the side, chest heaving, hands shaking. The 
sword dropped from her hands to the deck, its blade covered in blood. Alex 
shouted a command to the boat to continue at full speed, and ran over to 
her. He flung his arms around her and held her. 

Once Sky realized she was safe, her body began shaking uncontrollably. 
She hid her face in Alex's neck and started to sob, and he held her, stroking 
her hair and whispering in her ear, and they stood there in the speeding 
boat together until both of them stopped trembling. 
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Back to the Island 


Does that sting?” Alex asked, dabbing the deep scratches on Sky's back with 
some salve Henry had put in their healing kit. 

"Not bad," Sky said, cringing. She lay on her stomach on her fold-out 
seat as Alex tended to her wounds. 

"Its a nice set of stripes.” 

"I'm just glad I still have a head attached to my body,” Sky said. “A water 
attack was not something | expected.” 

"Me either,” Alex said, mad at himself. “And I should have. I don't know 
why I didn't expect that the gorillas would leave the island and chase us. | 
just didn't think hard enough about them being able to swim like that.” He 
handed Sky a towel and then turned his back so she could change into a 
new shirt that wasn't shredded or covered in saber-toothed-gorilla blood. 

"See, there you go again,” Sky said. “We also had no way to know there 
were so many of them. Give yourself a break for once." She pressed her lips 
together, vowing to say no more, and slipped into a lightweight shirt. 

"Į get it, okay?” Alex said with a groan. “I've been meaning to talk to you 
about that.” 

"Oh." Sky wasn't sure what to say, so she changed the subject. “Okay, 
youre good to turn around again.” Gingerly she tested out how the shirt felt 
against her scratches. “This is going to be really uncomfortable for a few 
days, I think.” 

Alex turned to face her again. “Henry said the salve should help quite a 
lot after about half a day. The healers are getting good at this stuff.” 


“And see, there's something you did that was really successful—you made 
healing a priority when Mr. Today didn't have much of anything in place 
before.” Sky eased to her seat and perched on the edge of it. “Anyway, | 
can't force you to realize what you're doing to yourself—you're just going to 
have to see it on your own. Now, let's go back and finish this island. I'm 
ready.” 

“Are you sure?” 

"We need to find Aaron. The sun's going to set soon,” Sky said. She 
gazed at the island in the distance. “At least we know what we're up against 
now.” 

Alex swung the boat around and directed it to take them back to the 
island. He pulled out his supplies and reloaded his vest pockets, thinking 
about the horrible attack. He'd used heart attack spells during it, and he 
didn't regret that for a minute. The experience was probably the most 
frightening thing Alex had ever faced without Simber or Florence nearby. 
And he'd survived it. 

Sky was a maniac—they'd both be dead without her and her quick 
thinking with the sword. Clearly Alex's spells intended for humans were not 
about to take down a nine-hundred-pound gorilla. He thought about the 
magic and wondered if there was anything he could do to his current stash 
to strengthen it. 

"So, what's the plan?” Sky asked as the island drew near. “Stay back if we 
see any gorillas?” 

Alex laughed uneasily. "Yep." He trained his eye halfway up the 
mountainous side where they'd first noticed the movement and pointed. 
"That extra-lush area there, next to the waterfall—I think thats where some 
of them came from. Others came from the clearing near the river on the low 
side of the island, several hundred yards from where the old ship ran 
aground.” 

Sky studied the area he pointed to. “If you look really closely all around 
the clearing, you can see the grasses moving in waves,” she remarked. “Like 
they're just walking through it.” 

Alex nodded. “Okay. So they were there the whole time. We must have 
set them off somehow when we began yelling again after lunch.” 

Sky nibbled on the jagged edge of a fingernail that had been torn to the 
quick in the fight. “It was echoey on that side. Maybe that was it.” She 


shrugged. “I can't imagine how your brother could have survived on this 
island for months, but I'll give him the benefit of the doubt. I think we 
should anchor on the cliff side, within sight of the bone sign, and wait for 
him to find us.” 

"I agree," Alex said. “We've made it all the way around, though the last 
bit was pretty fast. Spike," he called, “did you see anything around the side 
before the gorillas started attacking?" 

“Nothing,” said Spike. “But I will not leave your side again.” 

"I know,” Alex said. “Thanks. Intuitive or not, there's no way you could 
have predicted that was going to happen.” He glanced sidelong at Sky, who 
was giving him a pointed “I told you so” look. 

He smirked back at her and continued. “I think everybody in earshot 
probably knows by now that some sort of intruder was here. The gorillas 
were loud enough.” 

The sun was beginning to set, and the waves calmed. Alex set the anchor 
on the mountainous side of the island a hundred feet offshore for safety. 
Spike roamed around the boat, keeping a watchful eye on the island for 
anything that might move. 

"I feel that there is a human somewhere,” Spike said at one point, but she 
had nothing more than that information to offer. 

While waiting to be noticed, Alex and Sky finished cleaning up the boat. 
There were several scratches in the gunwale from the gorillas claws and 
teeth, but nothing worse than that, thanks to the preserve spell. They 
buffed the scratches the best they could and washed down the entire deck, 
the dirty water draining through the floor vent. Soon everything was crisp 
and clean again. 

Alex folded down a sofa cushion at the stern where he and Sky could 
both sit and eat dinner together while hoping for signs of human life. 

And as darkness fell, so did any awkwardness that remained between 
them. 

"You were right yesterday,” Alex said after a while. "I don’t know why I 
always set such high stakes for myself.” He leaned back on the sofa and 
propped up his feet. “I think it has something to do with Quill and how I 
was raised. I knew I was going to be Unwanted for three years before my 
Purge. I think living with that knowledge and shame somehow makes me 
want to prove something now—that I'm not a failure in the eyes of the 


people of Artimé like I was to my parents and to Quill.” He laughed softly. 
"I don't know." 

"Just because you fail once in a while doesn't make you a failure,” said 
Sky. “It makes you real.” 

"I know that. It makes sense when you say it. I just forget easily, I guess.” 

"Then I'll keep saying it until it gets pounded into your thick head.” 

Alex's mouth twitched. “Okay.” He looked over at Sky, who was sitting 
gingerly on the edge of the sofa. His face filled with concern. “Still hurting, 
huh?” 

Sky managed a smile. “Just being careful. It hurts to lean back.” 

"That'll make for a rough night,” Alex said. “Want more salve on it?” 

"Yeah. Thanks.” 

Alex got up and went into the cabin for the healers kit, then applied 
salve to Sky's back once more. The scratches were red and angry-looking. 
"You want something for the pain?” he asked. “It'll help you sleep.” 

Sky considered it but shook her head. “I don't want to be groggy if 
something happens with Aaron. I'll be all right.” She yawned. 

“Here,” Alex said, stretching out onto the sofa. “Rest with me.” 

Sky eyed him suspiciously. 

"TII be good," he said. 

Gingerly Sky crawled next to him and curled up on her side, facing him. 

“How does that feel?” Alex asked, letting his chin rest against the top of 
her head. 

Between them, Sky's hands slipped into Alex's. “Pretty good," she 
whispered. 

Alex closed his eyes and gave Sky's hands a soft squeeze. Before long, 
they were both breathing deeply, fast asleep. 

They slept so soundly that at first they didn't hear the voice. 

But Charlie did. 





The Song in the Night 


Mex thought the song was part of his dream. He was back in Artimé, and 
Meghan was practicing in Ms. Morning's classroom, just like old times. But 
then Charlie yanked on his hair, and Sky stirred and sat up, and Alex woke 
from the dream and remembered Meghan was dead. 

But the song was still there, sweet and lilting, like a lullaby. 

"Do you hear it?” Alex whispered. 

Sky nodded. “There's no way that's Aaron, though. It's a girl.” 

Alex eased himself off the sofa, careful of Sky's injuries, and went to the 
side of the boat. “What's happening, Spike?” 

"It is a girl on the island. She is singing a story to us, I think.” 

"Where is she?” 

"At the very top, near the mouth of the waterfall 

"We can hear her from that far away?” 

"The night and the calm water carry her voice," Spike said. “Listen 
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please. She is telling us something.” 
Sky joined Alex at the side of the boat, and they listened, trying to make 
out all the words. Alex quickly pulled his magical notebook and pencil from 


his pocket and began to scribble down everything he could understand. 


I am singing from this tree— 

My voice soothes the gorillas in their sleep. 
Will you please stay and rescue me? 

They let me live but wont let me leave. 


The voice quieted, and then it began again, soft and lilting. The first line 
was muffled and sounded foreign, and only a few words came through 
before the voice strengthened. 


Iam Ka... rica 

Iam... and stranded bere. 

I see you there in your white boat. 
Please don't leave... . 


The voice quivered, and the rest of the line was muffled. 

"Did you get that?" Sky whispered when the voice was quiet again. 

Alex shook his head while scribbling out the last bit, and then they held 
the notebook to the soft boat lighting and read it over. 

"This part I think was her name,” Sky said, pointing to the first line of the 
second verse. "I didn't catch it either.” 

"I wish she'd tell us how to rescue her,” Alex said. “It sounds like she's 
trapped.” 

The song began again. 


The creatures sleep at nig bt. 

I am lucky that they like my voice. 

They keep me trapped in this tree to sing for them, 
Overlooking all the graves. 


There were many who were stranded here. 
You saw the... ship on the other side. 
Now only bones and graves remain, 


And books to tell the stories of their deaths. 


I came from storm to storm and landed bere, 


My sailboat sinking, body torn apart. 
I made it to the waterfall 
Before they found me and took me to their lair. 


Now I live bere in this ancient tree. 

I steal away for food when they stampede. 
Sometimes I change the bone sign on the beach, 
But only if they stampede to the north. 


Can you please let me know if you can bear me? 
Just sing back, don't speak or yell. 

Try to imitate the lilt of my voice 

And they will stay asleep .. . I hope. 


Alex looked at Sky. "I can't sing,” Alex said. “I'm terrible at it. Can you?" 

Sky almost laughed. “You're the creative one,” she said. “And my voice is 
scratchy from the thorns. I don't... I mean...” 

Spike spoke softly. “You are both silly to argue about this right now, I 
think." 

Alex nodded. “You're right, Spike.” 

Sky scowled. “Okay, I'll do it. You'll probably just scare them all." She'd 
sung once before with Meghan, who had said she had a warm tone or 
something—Sky couldn't remember. Meghan was just being nice. Sky took 
a deep breath and let it out, trying to think of what to sing so that it 
wouldn't sound completely stupid. 


We can bear you—there are two of us. 
We will help you escape. 
How... 


Sky panicked, trying to think of what to say, then kept going. 


How can we rescue you? 
We dont want to die. 


“Good job," whispered Alex. “Beautiful. You should sing more.” 
“Thanks,” Sky said. It didn't sound half bad. 


They waited. There was a long silence. Sky pictured the girl in the tree 
and wondered what it was like for her to finally hear an answer. Tears sprang 
to her eyes as she thought about how she'd feel in the same situation. 

Finally the song began again. 


I am crying tears of joy and thanks. 

I've been stringing vines for months to make a rope. 
I need two days or maybe three to finish. 

Then I'll run for the cliff and rappel down. 


That way you can stay safe in your boat. 
Is there any way you'll wait for me? 

I know it is a lot for me to ask— 

I am desperate on this Island of Graves. 


Alex and Sky looked at one another. “Two or three days?” whispered 
Alex. “We don't have that kind of time." 

Sky's face was grim. “We need to save her, but we'll have to figure out 
some other way. We've got to find Aaron.” 

“Can you ask her if he's here?” Alex suggested. 

"Yes, I was planning on it. What else?” 

"Ask if there's another way for her to escape, like now, tonight.” 

"Got it." 

Sky gathered her thoughts, and then began to sing: 


Is there any other way to rescue you tonight? 
We're on a desperate search for someone else 
And bave no time to lose. 

His name is Aaron. . . . Is be there with you?" 


They waited, and a few minutes later, the sorrowful reply came. 


There is no other way to leave tonight. 
Gorillas sleep on the ground below my feet. 

I must finish my rope, then wait for daylight, 
And sneak away when they are on the bunt. 


I have seen no humans anywhere, 
No one bas landed since I arrived. 
I have the highest viewpoint of the island. 


I assure you, sadly, Aaron is not bere. 


Alex and Sky exchanged a glance. The girl paused, then continued in a 
sad couplet. 


I understand your urgency. 
Perhaps one day you can come back for me. 


Sky put her hand to her forehead, squeezing her eyes shut, and sighed. 
"There's got to be something else we can do,” she whispered. 

"There is,” Alex said. “Since Aaron isn't here, he’s got to be on the Island 
of Shipwrecks. We'll collect him and come back for this girl on our return.” 

“Brilliant,” Sky said. “They should make you head mage or something.” 

"Knock it off,” Alex warned. “You sound like you've been cavorting with 
Clive, my wise-guy blackboard.” 

Sky elbowed Alex in the side and thought about what to sing. “Be quiet 
now. I'm thinking.” Soon she began again. 


Our journey takes us one more island to the east. 
When we are finished there, we will return. 

A week or less, I guarantee. 

Do not lose bope. . . . Just finish your rope. 


The girl responded shortly. 


My gratefulness to you is bigger than the sea. 
Beware the burricane’s dangerous grasp. 
Though often now I wish that I were there. 
Give my best to Ishibashi-san. 


Alex's lips parted in surprise. 
"Did you hear that?” Sky whispered excitedly. “She must be the girl that 
Ishibashi told us about. The one who escaped.” 


“And she ended up here.” Alex shook his head. “Boy, has she had a string 
of bad luck.” 

"She's been working on that rope for months—did you catch that?" Sky 
gazed up at the island with respect. “And I think Ishibashi talked about the 
girl leaving his island last year. We barely survived a day here, and we didn't 
even step foot on it.” 

“Impressive,” Alex agreed. “She must be terribly lonely. It's amazing she 
hasn't given up or gone crazy by now.” Then he scratched his head. "I 
wonder which island she's from.” 

"The Island of Fire, maybe," Sky said. “It's the only option, isn't it?” 

Alex thought about it. “Not Warbler, since she's singing. Not Legends or 
Shipwrecks, since we met everyone there. And Pan said no human has ever 
been on that seventh island. Unless she's from Quill.” 

Sky shrugged, thinking about the other chunk of land on Lani's map and 
the dead passengers in the air vessel that had crashed in the sea near Artimé. 
“Or somewhere we haven't discovered yet.” 

“Maybe,” said Alex. The idea seemed crazy. But it would certainly explain 
a few things. 

When they were sure the girl was done communicating with them, they 
saw no reason to stay any longer. Alex commanded the boat to head to a 
spot a mile from the Island of Shipwrecks so they could figure out exactly 
how they were going to get to shore without dying in the process. 
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Meanwhile in Quill, Gondoleery was making some changes. She 
commanded Governor Strang to draft Wanteds into the Quillitary and 
begin training them. She visited the university to seek out eager students 
who were desperate to advance in Quill and appointed them to her newly 
formed high priest protection squad. And by now she'd figured out that 
Sully was the weak link in her driving staff who had given help to the 
enemy. 
She killed him with an ice spear to the heart. 





Return to the Island of Shipwrecks 


The boat was still speeding toward the easternmost island in the chain when 
Alex and Sky awoke early the next morning. Spike swam with the boat as 
usual, sometimes a little ahead of it, sometimes a little behind. And Charlie 
stayed in the cabin, preferring the safety of it whenever the boat was going 
fast. 

True to Henry's word, the salve had helped Sky's wounds considerably 
overnight, and she was moving about much more comfortably by morning. 

"Six hours to go before we get there,” Sky said, looking through the shelf 
of books for a new title. “Unfortunately that means we're going to miss the 
hour of calm, which worries me a bit. | know Ms. Morning said the boat 
could make it through anything, but she hasn't seen this hurricane.” She 
pulled out a book, looked at the cover, and put it back. "How do you 
suppose Aaron managed to survive the hurricane?” 

Alex liked that Sky had never questioned him about Aaron being alive— 
she just believed him. “I have no idea. But if he's truly there and not still on 
some ship somewhere, I'm sure the scientists are helping him.” He frowned. 
"Those poor guys. They probably had no idea what kind of horrible person 
they were getting stuck with.” 

They've probably had a fair share of horrible visitors." Sky laughed, and 
then she grew thoughtful. “Hey, I just remembered something. Didn't 
Ishibashi tell us that sometimes the pirates dragged their enemies to the 
Island of Shipwrecks and set them adrift in the storm?” 


"Now that you say that, it sounds familiar," Alex mused. “I'd forgotten 
about it. That must be what happened with Aaron.” 

"So he's got to be there!" Sky said. 

Alex imagined Aaron in a little fishing boat caught in the hurricane. “I 
can't believe he made it through that alive. I'm glad it wasn't me against that 
storm alone. But I feel guilty, because it should have been.” 

"If Aaron is as bad as you say, you can cut the guilt. He got what he 
deserved.” She knitted her brows, her finger hovering over the spine of one 
of Alex's books. "Hmm." She slid it out and sat down to read. 

"Yeah. Poor Ishibashi.” Alex pulled out a book too, but he had trouble 
getting into reading today. His mind was more preoccupied with the girl on 
the previous island. The Island of Graves, she'd called it. It was very 
mysterious. And the old abandoned ship, which could have carried 
hundreds of people. They were all likely devoured by saber-toothed 
gorillas, leaving nothing but their bones and some graves. What was their 
story? 

Sky paged through her book with the utmost attention. She was so 
enraptured by it that when Alex pointed out the massive circle of clouds in 
the direction of the Island of Shipwrecks, she didn't hear him. 

Alex studied her, a smile playing on his lips. “Sky,” he said. 

"What?" she replied, tearing her eyes away from the book. 

"I was commenting on the clouds,” he said. 

Sky glanced eastward. "Yep," she said. “Those are clouds all right." She 
glanced at the map on the dashboard and went back to her book. 

"What book is that?” Alex asked. 

“Element-ary," she mumbled. 

"The spell book? Since when did you care about spells?” 

"Since we're heading into a hurricane by choice,” Sky said, not looking 
up. “I saw you had the book with you, and I figured if Lani can rid an entire 
island of ice, what's stopping you from ending the hurricane?" 

Alex blinked. The thought had never occurred to him. “What a brilliant 
idea. Is there a section on hurricanes?” He crossed the width of the boat and 
sat next to Sky. “Can I read over your shoulder?” 

"If you're quiet," Sky said. “We'll be there in five hours, so cut the chatter, 
will you?” 


"Sorry," Alex said. He leaned over Sky's shoulder as she paged through 
the book, skipping over the ice and snow sections, which Lani had used. 
Occasionally she went back to a page she'd bookmarked about rain and 
pondered it, then continued. 

"This is really something,” said Alex, “you know? I can't believe you 
thought of it. I can't believe I didnt think of it.” 

"Quiet," Sky said, and tapped the book. 

Alex obeyed. 

They remained like that until their backs and necks cramped from 
intense studying. By the time they paged to the end of the book, Sky had 
marked four sections, but none of them were what she'd been looking for. 
She straightened up and turned to Alex. 

"Well," she said, “there's no hurricane section. Not even a mention of a 
hurricane anywhere.” 

Alex deflated. “It figures. I guess that idea was too good to be true.” 

Sky tapped her chin, thinking for a long moment. “I'm not so sure about 
that. I mean, obviously I don’t know much about magic or how spells work, 
but it seems to me that you can break a hurricane down into wind, rain, 
thunder, and lightning, right? It makes sense if you just think a little 
differently.” She handed the spell book to Alex. “I've marked those four 
spells for you.” 

Alex took it and looked at the sections Sky had marked. “Put them all 
together, you're saying?” 

"Yes, exactly,” said Sky. "Make a new, huge spell from the four that 
already exist. Is that a stupid idea?" 

Alex began reading over the sections carefully. “I don't know," he 
murmured. “It seems pretty smart, actually... ." He wondered if it was 
possible. Sure, Alex had successfully made new components and instilled 
them with magic many times in the past, but this was entirely different. 
He'd need to create an enormous removal spell, like the dissipate spell but 
on a majorly heightened level. And it was a task that would require a chant 
that didn't already exist. Alex hadn't had much practice writing that kind of 
magic. He'd always used Mr. Today's journals and notes in the past, like 
with the Triad spells. Now be'd be the mage doing the experimenting. He'd 
be the one scribbling the notes in the margins . . . all for the sake of one day 
helping the next mage of Artimé. 


The responsibility felt daunting. “It would take a lot of work to get it 
right,” said Alex. 

"If anybody can do it, it’s you,” Sky said softly. 

But doubt kept creeping in. “Don't you think Mr. Today would have tried 
this since he was friends with Ishibashi?” He paged through the book, and 
then checked inside the front and back covers for additional notes, which 
Mr. Today had often scribbled in books after attempting to alter a spell. But 
there were none. In fact, while old, the book was in pristine condition, 
unworn, and the binding was still very tight. 

"Maybe he didn't write this book,” Sky said. “I mean, he can't have 
written all of the books in the library. There wouldn't be time to do 
anything else. So it might be that he just didn't know about it. Or maybe he 
looked and discovered there wasn't a section on hurricanes, so that stopped 
him—I don't know." 

Alex turned the book over. “I remember someone saying once that Mr. 
Today never really did much with weather other than the occasional rain to 
keep things fresh in Artimé. It wasn't really his style of magic.” 

"Well, there you go,” said Sky. “He probably never thought about it.” 

“Maybe,” said Alex. “I'll see what I can come up with.” 

Alex paced the narrow aisle for hours, book in hand, frowning and 
rereading and puzzling over the individual sections. Was there a way to 
stop a hurricane if all he had were spells to control bits and pieces of it? It 
didn't seem possible that he could put this puzzle together and perform 
such a grand and complicated thing . . . especially if Mr. Today hadn't done 
it. Maybe Sky was right that the old mage simply hadn't thought of it. 

It was worth a try, anyway. As the Island of Shipwrecks grew nearer, Alex 
sat down with his pencil and notepad and began dissecting each of the four 
spells Sky had bookmarked, looking to see if there was any repetition or 
overlap among them. He scribbled things down and crossed things out, 
hemmed and sighed, then wrote furiously again, pages and pages, not 
noticing Sky looking on from time to time to see what progress he was 
making. 

By the time the boat pulled to within a mile of the island and slowed to 
drift outside the hurricane's grip, Alex had reconfigured the four different 
elemental spells to reverse their effects and combined them into one all- 


encompassing spell so he'd have to concentrate very hard only one time. At 
least he hoped that was what he'd done. Soon he'd know for sure. 

As the boat drifted closer and closer to the island, Spike reported a 
tugging feeling in the waters below like she'd felt before when they 
approached this island. Alex went over each element of the spell a few more 
times, looking for mistakes. When he was certain he'd done everything he 
could, he tried to relax his body and brain for a few moments so he'd be 
fresh to perform the magic. "How long have we been drifting here?” he 
asked. 

"A few hours,” said Sky. “You must be starving.” She held out a sandwich. 

He waved her off, too absorbed by the task to eat. 

Looking through the wall of the storm, he could barely make out the 
scientists’ ship on the land, where he'd transported it for them. He was too 
far away to see any signs of life . . . or signs of Aaron. 

Alex's stomach knotted. He'd been concentrating so hard on the spell 
that he'd almost forgotten the main reason they'd come. This was it. His 
brother was most likely here. And Alex wasn't sure what he was going to say 
to him. He was ready to fight if he had to. Ready to take Aaron by force or 
by magic if necessary. 

Of course, they had to make it safely to the island first. And despite the 
boat's magic and strength, Alex thought putting an end to the hurricane was 
a safer idea, especially for Charlie, who would sink like a stone if he 
somehow got tossed overboard. He desperately hoped this melding of ideas 
would work. 

Sky ventured a question. “Did you figure it out?" 

Pulled from his thoughts, Alex smiled at her and stretched his tense 
muscles. “Mostly,” he said. “And if this actually works, you get the prize for 
being clever and thinking beyond the parameters of magic. But before I try 
it, I have a question for you. How did Lani perform the spell to remove the 
ice? I was sort of preoccupied at the moment and didn't notice.” 

"She did this.” Sky stood up and put her hands in the air, fingers 
outstretched. “It seemed like she was trying to encompass the whole area,” 
she said. “And then she chanted the words under her breath three times.” 

"Got it. Thanks.” Alex rechecked his spell for errors and began 
muttering. There was a lot he could get wrong in figuring out how to 


reverse rain, wind, thunder, and lightning. And even more he could mess up 
by combining all of those reversed spells into one. 

Seeing that Alex had sunk back into his thoughts, Sky stayed out of his 
way and waited patiently. Soon he was nodding, and then he was rising to 
his feet, book in hand, pencil shoved behind his left ear. He looked out at 
the storm for a long moment, regarding it as an enemy and trying to find its 
weaknesses, and then he set his jaw firmly. 

"Okay," he said, glancing at Sky and Charlie, “I'm warning you. This 
could be awesome, or it could get ugly. You both might want to hide in the 
cabin until it's over.” 

They didn't hesitate to take him up on the warning, though it was a tight 
fit. 

Once Sky pulled the door closed, Alex lifted his hands in the air, still 
holding the book in case he needed it. He started chanting, “Water to 
clouds—no." He stopped abruptly and muttered something under his 
breath, then crossed off the word "water" and replaced it with “rain.” 
"Disastrous," he grumbled, shaking his head. “Come on, Stowe.” He paced 
up and down the aisle a few times, talking himself through the entire chant 
one last time. 

When he felt like he was ready, he returned to his spot and concentrated 
hard on the weather that hung over the island. After several moments, he 
lifted his hands and started chanting again, softly, poetically, and with more 
confidence this time. “Rain to clouds,” he said, “and clouds to sky. Gray to 
blue, and yellow to shine.” 

He paused, took a breath, and continued just as confidently as before. 
“Gale to breeze, and swirl to brush. Lightning fade, thunder hush. Calm the 
sea and dry the stone. And warm the air to feel . . . like home.” He'd added 
that last bit in hopes of giving the scientists pleasant temperatures as well. 

It sounded right. It felt right. Encouraged, Alex repeated the entire chant 
two more times, neither his hands nor his voice wavering. 

But when he uttered the last word, part of his confidence left with it. 
Alex closed his eyes and cringed. Maybe it would've been a good idea to 
practice parts of his totally new weather spell first before trying to tackle 
such a big job. Had he messed up? Again? 

When the sound of rain slamming against the water stopped, Alex 
opened his eyes. Before him was a most incredible sight. The wind was 


dying down. The rain reversed direction and went up into the clouds. And 
when the clouds had reabsorbed the moisture, they began to disperse. 

"Sky!" Alex called. “Come look!" 

Sky burst out of the cabin, joined Alex, and watched as the lightning 
shot up and faded inside the dispersing clouds. The angry, choppy waves 
calmed to gentle swells. The loud thunder grew faint and disappeared, and 
the brilliant sun shone over the island. 

Alex stood gripping the railing, waiting with dread for something to go 
horribly wrong like it usually did. He imagined all sorts of disastrous results 
now that he'd said the spell aloud. What if the sea was totally made of rain 
and he'd just commanded it to go into the clouds? Would it leave Alex and 
Sky plunging hundreds of feet to the sea floor to their deaths? Would it 
leave Spike and all the other sea creatures struggling to survive? He paled 
and sweat pricked the back of his neck. This was the moment when 
everything would fall apart. 

But for once that didn't happen. All of the elements of the hurricane had 
disappeared, just as Alex had wanted them to. Nothing more, nothing less. 
He couldn't believe it. 

His heart thudded in his chest. “Did I do it?” he whispered. 

Sky watched the performance in awe. “I think you did it, Alex.” She 
watched for another minute, a smile slowly spreading across her face as the 
weather rapidly lost all signs of trouble. “Yes, you really did! It's perfect! | 
bet you wish you could see their faces when they notice it,” she said. 

Alex was having trouble believing it. He'd done it. First try! And all while 
having Sky present, and about as close as humanly possible for the past few 
days. He tore his eyes from the glorious scene and turned to her, thrilled 
beyond belief. 

"I did it!" he shouted, throwing the book in the air. “And it's all thanks to 
your cleverness!" As the book clattered to the deck, Alex slid his fingers into 
Sky's hair and pressed his lips against hers. 

She didn’t push him away. He felt electric! When Alex drew back, she 
laughed softly. “It probably helped that I'm not magical. I don't know the 
rules.” She reached for his shirt and pulled him close for a second kiss. “And 
I'm really glad we're taking care of this before Aaron gets here.” 

"I agree," he said. “I'd like to do more of it sometime if you don't mind.” 


“Okay. Me too," Sky said simply. She lifted a finger in warning. “But only 
if you stop blaming our relationship for your mage problems.” 

"I will. I promise,” Alex said, reluctantly breaking away. His eyes lingered 
on hers and his hand caressed her shoulder. “So .. . that thing you said 
about loving me like a sister. . . 2” 

Sky narrowed her eyes, and her face grew warm. “If you ever bring that 
up again, we're through. Not even joking a little bit.” 

"Okay, okay," Alex said, laughing. He moved to the boat controls. “On 
that note, let's go see if we can locate my whiny little monster brother so he 
can make our lives miserable for the next few days.” 

"Eh," Sky said, “we can always leave him with the gorillas if he gets too 
unbearable.” 
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The Reunion 


Now that the hurricane was gone, Alex commanded the boat to head toward 
the island. Of its own accord, it weaved toward the destination, avoiding 
the rocks and wrecks that were scattered about. The boat moved gracefully, 
and just as graceful was Spike, beside it. 

"The tugging is gone, the Alex,” Spike reported. “The water is smooth 
and kind now.” 

“Excellent news,” Alex said. “It's so strange to see the island in this kind of 
weather. I'm going to bring us right up to the shore. Feel free to explore if 
you want, and if you see anything useful in the wrecks, pull it up for 
Ishibashi.” 

"I will do that with pleasure," Spike replied, “for I have been very curious 
about the wrecks and sad that I was unable to see them last time because of 
the storm.” Spike disappeared under the water, and Alex, Sky, and Charlie 
stood anxiously in the boat as they approached the island. 

"Do you see anybody?" Alex asked Sky. 

"No," said Sky. 

"You'd think they'd be out looking at the sunshine.” 

"They might be,” Sky said. “Just not where we can see them yet.” 

The weaving journey to shore took longer than anyone wanted it to, but 
at least they weren't in danger of crashing into anything. 

"The island is so much more beautiful when there's no storm,” said Sky. 

Alex nodded. The silence was strange. 

A few moments later, when they were nearing the spot where Ishibashi's 
ship had sunk, Charlie hopped on one foot and pointed. Three small, old 
men were emerging from behind a stand of rocks. They looked around and 


almost immediately spotted the white boat. But of course they didn't 
recognize it. 

Alex stood on the captain's chair and began waving with all his might. 
"Hey! Hello! Ishibashi-san!” 

The men came rushing to the edge of the beach, and when the boat 
couldn't get any closer, Alex cast the anchor spell. Charlie opted to stay in 
the boat rather than chance getting wet—or overwhelmed from meeting 
new people. So Alex and Sky climbed over the railing, dropped into the 
water, and waded to shore. 

“Alex-san, is it you?” cried Ishibashi. “You have brought your weather 
with you this time!" He laughed hysterically as he and the other two 
scientists danced around, hands pointing at the clear sky and not feeling 
any rain. They couldn't wait to embrace their friends. 

When the two teens reached the scientists, they greeted their old friends 
excitedly, everybody talking at once. 

"What have you done with our hurricane?” Ishibashi asked. Tears were 
streaming down his face. “I have not seen the bright sun nor felt a gentle 
breeze like this in many, many years.” 

“Do you want me to bring the hurricane back?” Alex teased. 

"No! Please! But tell me you have done this, and that I am truly standing 
here and this is not a dream.” 

"Its true!” said Alex. “I have done this, Ishibashi-san, thanks to Mr. 
Today's book and Sky's creative thinking. She believed I could stop the 
hurricane even though there wasn't a spell for it. So I created something 
new, and now you are really standing here in the sunshine.” 

Ishibashi's eyes shone. “Then you are a true mage, worthy of taking the 
place of Mr. Marcus Today. Indeed, you have done something Marcus was 
unable to do. And your actions will save many ships and many lives.” 

The words sank in, and Alex's heart swelled as he fully realized the scope 
of what he'd done. It was true, then. Alex had accomplished something Mr. 
Today hadn't been able to do. The scientists got the best gift imaginable, 
and no more ships would wreck here because of the hurricane. And it was 
all thanks to him and Sky, working as a team. 

Sky squeezed Alex's hand. “Good job,” she whispered. 

"You too,” said Alex, squeezing back. Maybe the secret was to spend 
more time with Sky, not less. He went to Ishibashi and hugged him, and 


then he hugged Ito and Sato, who couldn't stop chattering. 

Ishibashi turned to embrace Sky as well. "Thank you for coming back,” 
he said to her. “I am not surprised to learn that you are partially responsible 
for the success of the magic. And now we have this great joy.” The old man 
lifted his face up to the sun, letting the warm rays soak into his skin. Tears 
continued rolling down his cheeks. 

Sky took a step back and touched Alex's sleeve, giving him a questioning 
look. 

Alex, still high from Ishibashi's praise, was jolted back to reality when he 
remembered why they'd come. He glanced at Sky. “Aaron's not here,” Alex 
mouthed, surprised by how disappointed he felt. They both began looking 
around the island, but they didn't see the former high priest anywhere. 

Finally, in a quiet moment, Alex spoke. “Ishibashi, I—I was just 
wondering if..." 

"Oh!" Ishibashi said. “Alex-san! I have nearly forgotten in the excitement 
of this moment. But I think you know already, or you would not have come 
back so soon. Your brother—" 

"Yes?" Alex blurted out. “Is he here? We've been searching for him." 

Ishibashi smiled gently. “Yes, he is here.” 

Alex looked around expectantly. “Is he coming out? Where is he?” 

Ito spoke rapidly, and Ishibashi nodded. The eldest scientist left, heading 
to the shelter. 

"What's happening?” Alex asked. 

“Aaron... is inside,” said Ishibashi. “He is... he is...” 

"Is he all right?” demanded Alex. “Is he hurt?” 

"In a way," Ishibashi said carefully. “But not in the way you mean.” 

"Then what?” asked Alex. 

Ishibashi looked grim. "He suspected the sudden change in weather was 
caused by you,” he said. “And he did not want to come out. He is . . . afraid. 
Afraid to see you. Afraid you wish to harm him." 

Alex was silent, trying to contemplate the meaning of that. “He told you 
that? He said he was afraid of me? It sounds like a trick.” 

Sky stepped in and put a hand on Ishibashi's arm. “Will you take us to 
him?” 

Ishibashi's face became worried as Ito returned alone. He spoke to the 
two in his original tongue. The elder one frowned and shook his head. 


Ishibashi turned back to Sky. “I will try,” he said. 

Alex set his jaw. It was just like Aaron to be troublesome and ridiculous. 
"Ishibashi-san," Alex said, “I have to talk to him right away. It's very 
important.” He stepped around Ishibashi to go in search of his brother. 

Sky grabbed Alex's sleeve. “Maybe Aaron needs a few minutes,” she said. 
"We have that much time, at least. I'm sure this is a shock.” 

"Yes, Alex-san," Ishibashi said nervously. “Perhaps if I talk to him..." He 
seemed about to make another excuse when a voice interrupted the 
conversation from behind the scientists’ ship. 

"Its okay, Ishibashi-san. I'm here.” Aaron stepped into view. He walked 
toward the group, shoulders squared, a grim, determined look on his face. 
"Hello, Alex,” he said evenly. He looked at Sky. “Hello.” 

Alex wasn't sure what sort of greeting he'd expected—a fistfight or some 
yelling, sure. But a polite, simple greeting? “Hello,” he replied. 

Sky looked from one brother to the other as they stood eye to eye. And 
then she turned to Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato. “Ishibashi-san,” she said, “how 
about you three show me your ship so that Alex and Aaron can talk 
privately. Or maybe I can see whats new in the greenhouse .. . or 
something?” She smiled brightly and took a step toward the shelter, hoping 
the scientists would go along with her. 

Once Ishibashi felt certain the two enemy brothers weren't going to kill 
one another, he and the other men took the cue and invited Sky to have a 
look inside the shelter at the newly restored instruments. They left the 
twins standing on the shore, both of them wondering what the other was 
about to say. 
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The Talk 


Aaron and Alex spoke almost at the same time. 

"Its quite shocking to see the sun so bright,” said Aaron, while Alex 
asked, “Were you badly hurt?” 

They both laughed uncomfortably, and Aaron invited Alex to speak first. 

Alex's twin seemed like a different person to the mage. He wasn't sure 
what to think, but he was quite suspicious of it. Aaron had never invited 
Alex to speak first on anything. That wasn't his way at all. Had he lost his 
memory? But of course he couldn't have, or he wouldn't have remembered 
Alex. 

Alex pointed to the scar between Aaron's eyebrows. “Were you hurt quite 
badly?” he asked again. 

"I suppose I was,” Aaron said. “I don't remember the first few days, but 
Ishibashi told me they found me down there.” He pointed and began 
walking slowly toward the spot, with Alex alongside. “Ishibashi said I was in 
bad shape. I've got this scar too.” He lifted his mop of hair to show Alex the 
longer scar on his forehead. 

Alex nodded. “I thought as much,” he mumbled. 

Aaron seemed puzzled by the statement, but he continued, his voice 
taking on a bit of his old sharpness for the first time. "They thought I was 
you.” 

"Oh, I see," Alex sniped back at him. “So I suppose you faked being me as 
usual.” 

Aaron dropped his gaze. “No, actually. I told them who I was. Right 
away. 


"Oh. Well, that’s a surprise.” Alex frowned. “You seem . . . better now. 
Physically, I mean," he hastened to add. He hadn't come to a conclusion on 
the rest of Aaron quite yet. 

"I'm fine," Aaron said. He was getting tired of talking about it. 

"Good," said Alex. "Because I—that is, we—will be taking you back with 
us. But don't get your hopes up, because you're not going to get to go back 
to the palace. But in exchange for us rescuing you, we need you to help us.” 

Aaron stared at him. “I'm not going back,” he said. “I don't want to be 
rescued. I'm staying here.” 

Alex blinked. “What?” 

Aaron looked at the blue skies overhead. “You're going to make sure it 
rains sometimes, right? Because we're going to need water for the plants, 
and to drink of course. And | actually like the rain. . . ." He trailed off. “I 
never knew I'd like rain so much.” 

"Right," Alex said. “Of course I'll add some rain. But you don't 
understand. We came here searching for you.” 

Aaron looked at Alex. “You did?" He seemed genuinely surprised. “I 
thought you came to change the weather because Mr. Today intended to try 
again before he—" He cringed. 

“How in the world would you know that?” 

"Ishibashi told me." 

Alex sighed and pressed his fingers to his temples. This was not the way 
he'd envisioned this conversation. Not in the slightest. “Anyway,” he said 
impatiently, “you're coming with us because we need your help 
overthrowing Gondoleery.” 

Aaron's eyes widened. “Did she take over the palace?" 

"Yes, and now she's killing everyone. She even sent our sisters to the 
Ancients Sector." 

"What?" Aaron stopped walking. 

"They're okay, though.” Alex wasn't sure how much he was supposed to 
tell Aaron. “Somebody saved them.” 

Aaron had forgotten about his sisters, but at the mention of them, he felt 
suddenly protective. "So they're back with our parents?” 

Alex stared. There was so much Aaron didn't know. He realized now that 
they couldn't just pluck Aaron off this island and go back to Artimé. They'd 


need a couple of hours with him first to explain everything. "We should 
talk," Alex said quietly. "Inside, with Ishibashi, too.” 

"I'm not leaving the island with you,” Aaron warned. 

Alex sighed. “We'll discuss that later.” 
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The twins joined Sky and the scientists in the gathering room. Aaron 
automatically went for the broom when they got inside, but realized 
nobody had tracked rain in, so he set it down. 

Aaron and Sky took turns filling the others in on what had happened 
since they had seen them last. The deaths of Alex and Aaron's parents 
seemed to hit Aaron harder than Alex had expected. And the former high 
priest seemed shocked by the severity of the battle with General Blair and 
the Quillitary, and the deaths of so many. Aaron, who had known Meghan 
all his life, appeared genuinely sorry to hear about her death, though he had 
once seemed so in favor of it. And everyone in the circle was shocked by 
the ruthless actions of Gondoleery, not to mention her magical powers, 
including the ice spell she'd cast over the island. 

Sky focused on hitting Aaron where she thought it might hurt the most. 
"Gondoleery has taken away your incentive rations for everyone in Quill,” 
she said to him, “and she's started killing Necessaries randomly in order to 
practice her magic, so the work in Quill isn't getting done. The livestock 
isn't being cared for, and the Favored Farm is going downhill fast.” She 
looked imploringly at him. "I know you don't know me. And | don't really 
know you at all, either. But I came here with Alex to get you because we 
think you are our only hope in stopping Gondoleery. Every single one of 
Alex's advisors is counting on us to bring you back so we can rally the 
people of Quill and get them to help us fight her." She laid her hand on 
Aaron's forearm. “Will you come with us?” 

Alex chimed in. “We'll bring you back here when it's over if that's what 
you want.” He glanced at Ishibashi. “If that's okay, I mean. It's your island, 
and I wouldn't . . . well. You know.” 

Ishibashi bowed his head. “Aaron is welcome here," he said evenly. And 
then he looked at Aaron. “What do you think, Aaron-san?" 


Alex's expression flickered at the term of respect Ishibashi used for his 
brother. Did Ishibashi respect Aaron? How could that be possible? Ishibashi 
was a very smart man, and Aaron was rude and horrible. Though he hadn't 
been today . . . so far. Maybe Aaron had changed here somehow. Or maybe 
he was faking. 

"I don't want to leave here," Aaron said quietly. “I don't want to go back 
to Quill. Things are very different there. You don't understand.” 

Ishibashi nodded. “You're right. I don’t understand Quill, nor would | 
tolerate it. Nor would I tolerate a dictator like Gondoleery . . . or like the 
former high priest Aaron Stowe, for that matter.” He smiled as Aaron 
scowled at the floor. "You know that already.” 

I'm not that person anymore,” Aaron said, almost painfully, finding it 
dreadful to say such things in front of Alex. 

And Alex was flabbergasted over and over again as the conversation wore 
on. He couldn't believe half of what he was hearing Aaron say. “You must 
have hit your head really hard,” Alex muttered. 

"Be quiet, Alex!” Aaron said, his ears burning. He had a dozen insults on 
the tip of his tongue. They'd come back so fast it was frightening. But he 
didn't say any of them. 

Sky gave Alex a pointed look. “Do you think you're helping by saying 
that? Seriously." 

"Sorry," Alex said. “Look, Aaron, I like the way you're acting now. It's just 
freaking me out a little.” 

Ishibashi studied Aaron as Ito and Sato exchanged concerned glances 
over Aaron's sudden outburst. 

“Aaron,” Ishibashi said. "This is a decision you must make.” 

Aaron looked at Ishibashi, his face anguished. Everything was good now. 
Aaron felt peaceful for the first time in his life. He was figuring himself out, 
and finding his inner applecorn, and freeing himself from everyone he knew 
before. He could be normal here because nobody was around to expect the 
worst of him, like Alex clearly did. He didn't feel like he had total control 
over his actions when Alex was around. 

Granted, Aaron thought, this must be quite shocking to Alex. And Alex 
had come to expect certain things of Aaron, so it was reasonable for his 
brother to react the way he did. But if Aaron went to Artimé, what would 
they think of him? What would they say to him? Would he be constantly 


fending off their judgments even while he was trying to help them? How 
long before that would break him? And going back into Quill to talk to the 
people .. . He'd be thrust into the same environment that had made him 
into the person he was before he came here. To be perfectly honest, now 
that he'd gotten so far removed from it, Aaron didn't like that person any 
more than the people of Artimé did. Yet that person was still inside him, 
sometimes clawing to get out. 

Ishibashi had told him once that it wouldn't help anything to hate 
himself. He had to let go of the things he'd done in the past that he wasn't 
proud of. But now, thinking of going back . . . to help the Unwanteds of all 
people .. . it seemed like it would be impossible. 

"I don't know if I can convince the people of Quill to do anything at all 
Aaron said quietly. “I wasn't very good at it in the first place.” 

Once again Alex gawked at his brother, this time admitting he wasn't 


M 
ł 


good at something. Another first. He kept his comments to himself, though. 

"You were the only one who got them to do anything,” Sky said. “And 
honestly, you're our only hope. It was Simber's idea to get you, if that makes 
you feel any better. So you can be sure he will protect you until the job is 
done. And he's the one who said we'd deliver you back to where we found 
you. Of course, he said that because he didn't want you in power again, 
which I'm sure you can understand, but knowing you want to come back 
here .. . well, that’s even better, isn't it?” 

Aaron brought his hands to his face and sighed heavily. “So Simber's not 
going to tear my head off?" 

"No," Alex said. "And . . . and I wouldn't let him. Unless you do 
something stupid, like join sides with Gondoleery.” 

"I'd want to tear my own head off if that happened,” Aaron muttered. 

Sky and Alex exchanged a glance. “Sooo,” ventured Sky, “you'll help us, 
then?” 

Aaron rolled backward on the floor with an exasperated groan. “All 
right," he said. “I'll do it. And maybe then you can forgive me for Mr. 
Today." 





And They're Off 


Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato exchanged worried looks. 

"You have decided to go?" Ishibashi asked Aaron. 

Aaron sat up. “Unless you want me to stay,” he said, hoping Ishibashi 
would talk him out of going. 

Ishibashi looked deeply into Aaron's eyes. “I want you to go. But I also 
want you to come back the person you are today. I am too old and tired to 
start over with you.” 

Aaron pursed his lips, and then he sucked in a deep breath and let it out. 
"I don't know if I can do this,” he said quietly. 

Alex, watching all of this, was beyond confused, but he knew to stay 
silent. 

Ishibashi stood up. “Alex and Sky, will you meet me in the greenhouse 
please? Aaron, why don't you pack up your things? Do you need any food 
for the journey?” 

"Not this time, thank you,” Alex said. “We brought plenty.” He took Sky's 
hand and together they walked to the greenhouse. 


Aaron watched them go, and then he looked at Ishibashi. “Sky seems 
really intelligent. And really good at convincing people to do things.” 

Ishibashi smiled. “She is. And I think she will be a good ally for you." 

"She doesn't know the old me,” Aaron mused. “I think you're right. That's 
a relief.” 

"If you feel like you are losing sight of yourself, seek her out.” Ishibashi 
put his hand on Aaron's back and walked with him to his room. “I'll get you 
something to carry everything in. We had a small trunk wash up several 
years ago that we never found a use for." 

Aaron nodded. “Now that the hurricane is gone, are you and Ito and Sato 
going to... leave?” 

"We have not discussed it, but I don't think so. Our life is here. And we 
have no boat." 

"Oh... because..." 

"We would not leave without telling you, Aaron-san.” 

Aaron turned his head, struggling with showing the emotion he was 
feeling. But Ishibashi came up to him, the tears running freely down his 
cheeks. “I will miss you,” he said. “You remind me of someone | knew in 
another lifetime.” 

The two embraced, and then Aaron turned to get his clothes and the few 
things he'd collected in the time he'd lived on the Island of Shipwrecks. The 
tumbleweeds stood in the corner, untouched. Aaron had never gotten 
around to needing magic here on the Island of Shipwrecks. He'd hardly 
even thought about it. He picked up the tumbleweeds and brought them to 
the pile of firewood, then broke them down into manageable pieces for 
Sato. 

He could hear Ishibashi talking to Alex and Sky in the greenhouse, so he 
went back into his room to straighten his cot and wait for the trunk and 
think about how all of this was going to go. Above all, he knew he didn't 
want to disappoint Ishibashi. 

In the greenhouse, Ishibashi was showing Alex and Sky the telescope. 
"We were never able to properly thank you for bringing our ship on shore, 
Alex-san," Ishibashi said. “It meant everything to us and has given us great 
pleasure since we saw you last. Thank you.” 

"You're welcome,” Alex said. “It was nothing. Is there anything else you 
need?" 


"I would never ask for another thing,” Ishibashi said. “But if it is not too 
much trouble . . . perhaps one of the vehicles would be interesting to 
experiment with.” 

Alex smiled. “Not too much trouble at all. Now that the storm is gone, 
you can work on it all day long if you want to.” 

"That concept is something that will surprise us every day for a long 
time, I suspect,” Ishibashi said with a smile. 

Sky tilted her head. “We found out that a ship carrying vehicles like the 
one that sank here made a stop in Quill many years ago. It had been 
battered from a storm, and it unloaded some of the vehicles onto Quill to 
lighten its load, because the ship was damaged.” 

"Yes," Alex said. “It seems strange that the captain would come back to 
this hurricane island if he'd escaped it once already. You'd think he would 
avoid it at all costs.” 

Ishibashi looked at them. “Perhaps it wasn’t the same ship. Or a different 
storm.” 

“Maybe,” Sky said. “But Ishibashi, where else would there have been a 
storm?” 

Ishibashi's face flickered. “Maybe it went down the waterfall that you told 
me about.” 

Sky studied Ishibashi's face. And then she asked, “Ishibashi, we have been 
to all seven islands, and we have met people from most of them. You said 
you do not remember which island you came from, but its not hard to 
narrow them down. And most of the islands do not have fleets of ships or 
the ability to create dozens of vehicles. So . . . this might sound crazy, but is 
there any place that these things could have come from, other than the 
seven islands in this chain?” 

Ishibashi broke the gaze and looked at his hands, clasped before him. “I 
believe there could be," he said quietly. “Another place where people build 
ships and vehicles.” 

"Where things fly through the air with people inside?” prompted Sky. 

"Yes," said Ishibashi. “Perhaps.” 

“Another world?" Sky asked. 

Ishibashi closed his eyes, a pained expression on his face. He didn't 
answer. 


Sky backed down. She didn't mean to cause Ishibashi any pain. But these 
things had to come from somewhere. 

"You were saying,” Alex said, trying to assuage the situation, “about the 
telescope... ? 

"Yes," Ishibashi said, looking up. “Aaron fixed it for us. He also fixed our 
microscope, seismometer, centrifuge, and Geiger counter." 

"I have no idea what those things are,” Alex said, “but that’s . . . Actually, 
it's not all that shocking. I knew he was creative, but in Quill, that word is a 
bad one.” 

Ishibashi nodded. “I have learned more about Quill in bits and pieces 
from Aaron. And I am worried about him. He came here a horrible young 
man—the evil person you told me about. It took all this time for him to find 
his true self. I fear it will not be hard for him to go back to his old ways.” He 
hesitated. “I would keep him here if it were not for you and your dire 
situation. But you must try to see him in a new light now, and . . . and try to 
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nurture that, if you have it in you. This experience will test him greatly 

Alex was still trying to wrap his mind around this new Aaron. He'd 
expected to have to take Aaron by force or by magic, and then fight to keep 
him from trying to claim leadership of the palace again. Now he was 
presented with a stranger who might have changed so much that he 
wouldn't be able to inspire the Quillens after all. Alex liked the change. He 
just wasn't sure if it would stick. And right now he had a problem in Artimé 
that had to be solved. He needed Aaron to be himself—the way he used to 
be. 

Alex shook his head, thinking how crazy it was to say that. He'd wanted 
Aaron to change for years. And now he had, and Alex needed the old Aaron 
back. At least for a while. 

Ishibashis gaze fell on the container of iridescent seaweed on the 
greenhouse floor, and his face took on a pained look. He tapped his 
forefinger to his lips. “Alex,” he said, looking up at the mage. 

Alex tore his thoughts away from Aaron. “What is it, Ishibashi-san?” 

Ishibashi gazed into the young man’s eyes. They were identical to 
Aaron's, though slightly less troubled. “There's something I think you should 
know." 

The man looked back at the seaweed and swallowed hard. Should he tell 
Alex about Aaron's potential to live forever? He felt like he should, yet... 


He imagined the look on Aaron's face if Alex ever revealed the secret to 
him. Aaron would never trust Ishibashi again. 

The old man sighed and shook his head. It would serve no purpose now 
to tell Alex the secret and could only cause harm. "I'm sorry,” he said weakly. 
"Its not important. I've . . . I've forgotten.” 

Alex frowned. Ishibashi was acting weird again. "Okay," he said, not sure 
what else he should say. 

The old man smiled and patted Alex's arm. He called out for Ito and Sato 
to join him, and the two men came over. Ishibashi spoke to the men, and 
they nodded and smiled. 

Alex looked away, thinking about all the strange things he'd seen and 
heard today. “This . . . well, its all a bit overwhelming,” Alex said 
apologetically. “I'm going to go outside and enjoy your weather, and then 
fetch you a vehicle from the bottom of the sea so one day you can drive 
around your island.” He turned toward the door, glad to have something 
normal to do. “While I'm out there, what sort of rain pattern would you 
like?" 

Ishibashi consulted with Ito and Sato. Ito worked out a formula and 
handed it to Ishibashi. 

"A quarter inch of rain every seven days would be perfect for our needs,” 
Ishibashi said. 

“Thunder and lighting or just rain?” asked Alex. 

Ishibashi smiled. “Surprise us." 

Alex grinned back. “I will. Do you like the temperature? It'll vary a bit, 
and be cooler at night.” 

"Its perfect,” Ishibashi said. "If only we had more dirt, we could plant 
things outside. Perhaps we can transplant a few flowers from the 
greenhouse. . . ." He trailed off, making grand plans for their new island, 
and then came back to the conversation. “Thank you, Alex.” 

“Anytime,” Alex said. He went outside to deliver on his promises. Ito and 
Sato followed him, eager to see the vehicle arrive on shore. 

Sky stayed inside and walked with Ishibashi to the supply room, where 
he dug out the little trunk. 

"I'm sorry if I asked too many questions earlier,” Sky said to him. 

Ishibashi put his hand on her shoulder. "I am not angry. They are hard 
questions to answer. And . . . some things are better left secrets, | suppose.” 


Sky didn't know what he was getting at, but she respected the man 
immensely. She would have to find her answers another way. “Thank you 
for your honesty,” she said. 

Ishibashi turned toward Aaron's room, hiding the pained look on his 
face. “I am not a perfect man,” he said, which left Sky with even more 
questions. 

When Aaron was fully packed and Alex had finished adjusting the 
weather and transporting a vehicle to the shore for the scientists to play 
with, everyone on the island gathered to say their good-byes. Aaron hung 
back with the scientists, reluctant to go. “I'm worried that you will die while 
Iam gone," he said. 

Ishibashi translated, then said, “You must not worry about that. We are 
too stubborn to die. And . . . perhaps so are you. Come back to us soon. 
And be careful.” 

"I will.” Aaron cautiously waded out to the boat, having never done that 
before, and climbed aboard, sitting stiffly and awkwardly at the stern, trunk 
on his lap, while Alex commanded the boat to head west. 





Heading for Home 


Charlie,” said Alex, “tell Claire we've got Aaron and we're heading home.” 

"Don't forget about our stop,” Sky said. 

"They don't need to know about that,” Alex said. “They might try to talk 
us out of going because its so dangerous—you know how smothery 
Florence can be with me. We'll have Charlie send an update once we're 
done there.” 

Aaron watched the two interact. “Who's Charlie?” he asked. 

Charlie poked his head out of the cabin and waved his two-thumbed 
hand. 

Aaron stared. “Where have I seen one of those before?” he asked, 
shrinking back. 

"In your closet in the palace,” Sky said. “My, the Island of Shipwrecks 
really does look so much better when its not deluged by a storm,” she 
exclaimed. “Look how pretty it is in the late-afternoon sunshine.” 

Alex and Aaron turned to look. 

“But the one in my closet wasn't alive," Aaron said. “And it had an ugly 
bow on its horn.” 

"Hey, watch it,” Sky warned. "You're talking about Matilda, and the bow 
is cute. Just like her. She and Charlie can communicate from any distance.” 

"That thing was from Artimé? I thought it was Haluki’s leftover .. . Oh. | 
get it now. You planted it in the palace. So she wasn't just a dead statue?” 

"Nope," Sky said. “She was alive in your closet the whole time, listening 
in on your conversations and telling Charlie in Artimé what was going on.” 


Alex cleared his throat. “Do you really have to tell him all of our secrets?” 

“Great,” Aaron said. “You spied on me all that time.” 

Sky frowned. “Calm down, Alex. What's the harm in him knowing it 
now?” 

Alex shrugged. “Maybe his little change of personality is just an act.” 

Sky stood up in the boat and put her hands on her hips. “Alex Stowe, 
this is exactly what Ishibashi was worried about. And he would not be very 
proud of you for saying that.” 

Alex looked over at Sky, and then glanced at his brother. “Ishibashi 
doesn't know him like I do." 

Aaron looked away, letting the breeze hit his face. Maybe Alex was right. 
He might as well not even try. No one would believe he had changed so 
drastically. “I think this is a mistake," Aaron said. “I'm afraid I can't help you 
after all. Can you please turn this thing around and bring me back?" 

"See?" Sky said, whapping Alex with a towel. “Quit being stupid.” 

"Its too late to turn back," Alex said to Aaron. “We're not stopping until 
we reach the next island.” 

"I think you two need some more time to talk,” Sky said. She went up to 
the bow and sat down, her hair flying back, and her shirtsleeves billowing in 
the wind. She turned her back on Alex. 

But neither Alex nor Aaron said a word. They rode in silence for hours, 
no one moving from their spots, until dusk fell. The Island of Shipwrecks 
was just a dot behind them, and the Island of Graves appeared on the 
horizon dead ahead. Everybody was hungry, but nobody made a move. 
Finally Alex got up and walked to the back of the boat. He sat down across 
from Aaron and leaned forward, putting his face in his hands. And then he 
looked up. 

"Were you seriously sad to hear about our parents?” Alex said. 

"Weren't you?” Aaron shot back. 

"No, not really,” Alex retorted. "They sent me to my death. | didn’t have 
a lot of fond feelings left after that." 

Aaron felt himself struggling, already losing his focus on who he was. 
This was going to be disastrous. He fought to find his center once more, 
and to turn his lenses around, and said quietly, “I really can't imagine what 
that must have felt like. At the Purge, | mean.” 


"It was horrible!" Alex said, balling up his fists. “I wouldn't wish it on my 
worst enemy. I wouldn't wish it on you.” 

Aaron was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “You said you knew 
somehow that I was hurt. How did you know?” 

Alex lifted his head and looked at his brother. “Because my soul broke in 
half, Aaron.” 

Aaron stared. “What?” he whispered. 

Alex clamped his hand to his ribs. “My soul broke in half and part of it 
went to you. | can't explain it—that's just how it felt. But it hurt like nothing 
I have ever felt before. Worse than broken ribs. Worse than a broken heart. 
I knew you were dying. I could feel it." 

Aaron swallowed hard, unable to speak. 

Alex gave a sardonic laugh. “And when the pain went away, and I knew 
you were alive, I even went out to find you on my own. But then I came to 
my senses and turned back home.” He shook his head. “And finally,” he said 
bitterly, “finally I was ready to give up on you forever. | even managed to 
forget about you for a while. But then this happened.” 

“Are you saying you didn't want to go along with Simber'’s plan?” asked 
Aaron. 

"That's what I'm saying.” Alex sat up and faced forward, watching the 
pink-and-orange sky grow dark. 

"Oh," said Aaron. 

"But I did it anyway, because I need to do what's right for my people.” 
Alex had a sharp tone to his voice. “Because I love my people," he went on. 
"I love them, and I want to do anything | can to save them, and to keep one 
more friend from dying.” He choked back a sob, thinking of Meghan, and 
knowing Aaron would make fun of him for crying. 

But Aaron didn't. He faced forward now too, and looked out over the 
water. How much pain had he caused his brother over the years? He was 
ashamed. Having all these feelings, and letting them be free, finally—it was 
hard. 

Sky peeked through the windshield, unable to hear the conversation, but 
it was clear to her a conversation was happening. The brothers were nearly 
identical now in posture, though they probably never thought about things 
like that. 


Finally Aaron looked at Alex. And he thought about Ishibashi, and knew 
what he needed to do. 

"Alex," he said. 

Alex turned his head. “What?” 

"I'm .. . I'm so sorry for killing Mr. Today. It happened very suddenly, 
and I was surprised, and | just . . . I just reacted to him appearing in that 
room out of nowhere, ten feet away from me. But I take the blame for 
killing him, and | was proud about it then . . . but not now. And I'm sorry. | 
am. I hope you believe me.” 

Alex groaned heavily and after a moment got to his feet. “I'm having a lot 
of trouble dealing with all of this right now,” he said, more gently than he 
felt like saying it. But Aaron's new soft-spoken ways were influencing him. 

Aaron nodded. He couldn't force Alex to acknowledge the apology. He 
could only make it. 

Alex moved to the captain's seat and dropped into it, somewhat numb. 
Eventually Sky got up and handed out meals since no one else was doing it. 

They ate in strained silence, and before Sky went to bed, she moved to 
where Alex was sitting. She rested a cool hand on his neck and placed a 
gentle kiss on the top of his head. He looked up at her, eyes grateful. 

Aaron watched them, breaking apart a little inside. 

Sky went into the cabin and came out with another blanket. She brought 
it to Aaron and showed him how to fold down the seat so he could sleep on 
it. 

“Thanks,” he said, looking at her. 

Sky recognized the pain in his eyes, and for the briefest moment it 
brought her back to the rooftop of the gray shack with Alex—the 
expression was almost identical. “You're welcome, Aaron,” she said. “Good 
night.” She went up to the bow with her blanket and curled up on the 
cushions. 

Aaron slept restlessly, but Alex stayed awake long into the night, trying 
to figure out why everything in his life felt like it had been completely 
turned upside down. 


yo 


But First, a Pit Stop 


After daylight, with the Island of Graves looming large, Alex told Aaron 
that they were stopping to rescue a stranded sailor. By midmorning they 
had reached their destination. Alex guided the boat to the high side of the 
island where the gorillas couldn't rush at them, and where the girl would 
attempt to rappel down the rock using her vine rope. Hopefully it was long 
enough, for in daylight Alex could see exactly why she couldn't just let go 
and land in the water—because there were rocks below. 

While they floated, Sky explained in more detail to Aaron what was 
happening and what they were doing here. His eyes grew wide in fear as 
she described the gorillas, and he looked aghast when she showed him the 
scratches on her back. Though they no longer hurt, they were still very 
visible. 

“Basically,” Alex told him, “just sit quietly and say something if you see 
any gorillas coming our way, because they can swim, too.” 

Aaron grew pale. “Okay,” he managed to say. 

"But," Sky added, “if all goes well, the girl will be able to make it to the 
ground and we'll get her in the boat and be off without any of them 
noticing.” 

"Let's hope for that," Aaron said. “How will she know we're here?" 

"She can see us,” Sky said. “She knew we'd be coming back this way. 
She'll sing when she thinks it's safe.” 

They didn't have to wait long. Soon a girl's voice came floating down, 
letting the boat's occupants know that she was about to attempt her escape. 
"Stay where you are,” she sang, “but leave if you are attacked.” 

"Well, that's generous of her," Aaron said dryly. 


Alex shook his head. “As if we'd actually leave. We're not going 
anywhere without her.” 

Aaron looked at Alex. That was what Ishibashi was talking about—that 
good trait that Alex had. Alex really cared about people in trouble. No 
wonder he'd risked so much and tried so hard to find Aaron so he could 
come to Artimé to help them. Aaron used to hate that about Alex. But now 
he found himself almost admiring it. 

Ten minutes later, a vine came hurtling over the side near the tallest tree. 
The end of it fell nearly all the way to the rocks. 

"Looks like she finished it," Sky said. Another minute later, she pointed. 
There she is," she said. 

A young woman in tattered clothing began to descend the vine, bare feet 
pushing against the wall, inching her way down. 

"She doesn't have anything to catch her if she falls,” Alex said, nervous 
for her. 

“Don't you have any magic you can use to get her here safely?” asked 
Sky. She gripped the railing. “What about those stickyclips?” 

"They're gone,” Alex said. "Samheed only made a few. I used them all to 
try to get Sully.” 

"Sully?" Aaron asked. “My driver?” 

"Yeah—it's a long story. Anyway, they're gone.” He went through a 
mental list of spell options, but nothing he could think of would help in this 
situation, other than using scatterclips to stop her from falling in case she 
should let go of the rope too early. 

Just then, Sky's spine tingled. She turned to Alex. "Do you hear that?” 

There was a tiny rumbling noise that grew louder. “Oh no,” Alex said. 
"Stampede?" 

"I hope they're going down the hill, away from her,” whispered Sky. 
“Aaron, glue your eyes to that spot over there,” she instructed, pointing to 
the beach a quarter of the way around the island. “If you see anything 
hitting the water, make sure to tell us." She opened the cabin door and 
signed to Charlie. 

His eyes opened wide with fear, and he nodded. 

Sky closed the door, leaving the gargoyle inside. 

"Look," Alex said softly. "She's going faster.” 


The girl moved down the vine rope, pushing off against the rock wall 
and sliding a little bit at a time, but the rumbling soon grew to a monstrous 
thundering. She began singing, but with the noise, no one could hear what 
she was saying. 

And then, one by one, heads appeared at the top of the island, looking 
down on the girl. The gorillas pounded their chests and roared. The biggest 
one picked up the rope and started pulling the girl back up to them. 

"No!" said Sky. “We have to do something!” 

The girl started singing at the top of her voice, but with the gorillas 
roaring, Alex and Sky still couldn't understand her. 

Alex grabbed his scatterclips and stood ready to throw them if she 
started to fall, though once she was pinned to the wall he wasn't sure what 
they could do. It would only buy them fifteen minutes or so before the spell 
wore off and she'd continue falling anyway. He didn't want to use them if he 
didn't have to. 

"Do you think the gorillas will hurt her?" he asked. “Didn't she say they 
let her live there?” 

"I don't know,” Sky said. “I think so. But she didn't say what they'd do if 
she tried to escape.” She couldn't take her eyes off the scene. The gorillas 
pulled the vine rope up and up and up, and the girl hung on for dear life. 
Her singing turned to shouting. Finally Sky understood something the girl 
was screaming. "Go to the graveyard! By the end of the river!” she was 
saying over and over. 

Finally the gorillas pulled the girl over the edge. A few of them carried 
her above their heads and out of sight, while most of the other beasts had 
noticed the boat, and the thundering began once more. 

Sky grabbed Alex's arm. "What are we going to do? I heard her say go to 
the graveyard by the end of the river. We have to go!" 

Alex nodded. “Let's draw some of them into the water first to distract 
them from her.” He swung the boat around and headed for the beach, 
where the words “COME BACK" were still there, though they looked 
slightly wobbly, like they'd been trampled a time or two. 

"Hey!" shouted Sky. “Hey, gorillas! We're over here!” 

"What are you doing?” Aaron exclaimed. 

"Getting their attention,” said Sky. 

Aaron stared at Sky like she'd lost her mind. 


Some of the gorillas heard her, and they went down the near side of the 
waterfall, while others moved more slowly over the rocks down the far side 
toward the flat area, not far from the old ship. 

“Um, Alex?” Aaron said. “They're coming now.” He tapped on Sky's arm. 
"Sky? Anybody? They're coming right now." 

"Got it, thanks,” Sky said. "That's what we want.” 

"Spike," Alex called, “we're luring the gorillas into the water. Keep an eye 
out, and don't be afraid to spear a few or let them chase you farther out to 
sea!” 

"Yes, the Alex!” said the whale. 

"She calls you ‘the Alex'?” Aaron muttered under his breath as the gorillas 
plunged into the water. He grabbed the railing. 

"She does,” Alex said. He headed out to sea, enraging dozens of gorillas, 
then swung around and aimed for them, trying to draw even more into the 
water. 

"I'd say we've got close to half of them out here in the water,” Sky said. 
"Whoa, they're fast. Look out!” 

Aaron leaped backward as if he'd been zapped. Half a dozen gorillas 
were suddenly in striking distance, and their saber teeth were enormous. 

“Aaron!” Sky called. “Catch.” She grabbed the dagger belt and tossed it to 
Aaron, then took the sword for herself. Stationed at the side of the boat, she 
began to warm up her swing whenever any gorilla got a little too close. 

“I'm going to draw them out a little farther, and then head around to the 
ship!" Alex shouted. 

"We'll still have half of them to deal with on land!" Sky shouted back. 
"We can't fight them all!” 

"But if she told us to go to the graveyard by the river, I think we should 
get over there!” Alex said, steering and training his eyes on the ones 
approaching in the water. “Besides, the gorillas on that side of the river are 
moving very slowly down the mountain. We'll have time to figure 
something out. I hope.” 

Aaron, seeing a gorillas arm stretching toward the side of the boat, 
yelled and stabbed at it with his dagger. The gorilla roared and retreated. 

"Nice one, Aaron!” Sky said. 

Aaron was too petrified to respond. He'd never actually used a weapon 
before. 


Alex gave the boat a little burst of speed to get them out of reach. “I'm 
turning around now,” he said, pulling away from the gorillas. "Spike, distract 
them so it'll take them a while to swim back to shore. Aaron, can you 
swim?” 

"No," said Aaron, his voice filled with terror. “I've barely touched the 
water—that I can remember anyway.” 

"I figured as much,” Alex said. "Don't fall out.” He guided the boat at top 
speed around to the low side of the island. “Hey, Charlie! I need you!” 

Charlie peeked from behind the cabin door, and then at Alex's urging, 
came out the rest of the way. 

Alex lifted him up to stand on the captain's chair and showed him where 
to hang on so he'd be safe. “I'm going to pull in next to the shipwreck," Alex 
said, “right up close behind it so hopefully the gorillas can't see us. Sky, 
Aaron, and | are going to go on shore. If you see any gorillas coming 
anywhere near our boat and we're not running like heck in front of them, I 
need you to save our boat and get away from this island. Okay? Just use this 
lever to go fast, and use this wheel to steer. I'll have you facing the right 
way and everything. You got it?” 

Charlie nodded. He didn't seem scared at all. 

"Give it a try,” Alex said. “Drive around for a minute.” 

Charlie did exactly what Alex told him to do, and the boat zoomed 
toward the shore. 

“Good. You're about as speedy as Lani, which is a good thing today,” said 
Alex. "If you have trouble, Spike will be here soon to help you.” He guided 
the boat all the way up to the shore, turned it around for a fast getaway, and 
stopped it in the shadow of the old beached ship. 

"Sky, Aaron, ready? Come on," Alex said, shoving a few more spells into 
his pockets, not that they had worked very well on these beasts in the past. 

Aaron looked at his dagger. “Is this my only protection?” he asked. 

"I'm not giving you any spell components, if thats what you're asking,” 
Alex said. 

"What—you think I'd use them on you or something?” 

"I don't know if you would at this point,” said Alex. “Stay in the boat if 
you don't want to help.” 

“Aw, come on,” Aaron muttered. 


Alex ignored him. He hopped out of the boat onto the rocks and ran 
around the old ship, heading for the flat graveyard area. Sky followed, 
carrying her sword. And a moment later Aaron hopped out with his dagger 
and went after the other two. 

They ran straight to the flat area near the mouth of the river, watching 
right and left carefully, but no gorillas were on this part of the island. 
Though they were coming this way, based on the waving grass and brush 
on the mountain. 

"Wow," Sky said, bending down and pushing some grass aside. “Look at 
all these graves.” 

Alex and Aaron looked around. Dozens of mounds of dirt peppered the 
area, overgrown with grass and weeds. Each mound had a large rock marker 
at one end. There were words on the rocks, identifying the person buried 
there. Alex knelt down next to one and pushed the overgrowth aside. 
"Marietta Plum, beloved performer and friend, d nov one, one nine one 
three,” he read. He looked at another. "William Strange, animal trainer, d 
feb two five, one nine one four" he said. “And look—Figar Osari, 
ringmaster, d jan one three, one nine one four.’ | wonder what a ringmaster 
is.” 

"I don't know. Some sort of lord of the rings, I suppose.” Sky moved on 
to read more, while Aaron stood watch, too scared to look anywhere but in 
the direction of the thundering gorillas. How he wished he had Panther 
here to protect him now! 

“Imelda Fanzini,” read Sky, "primate trainer, d apper one, one nine one 
four.” 

"Why are we waiting here, actually?” Aaron asked nervously. 

Sky looked up. “We're not sure, but the sailor seemed to know what she 
was talking about. I wonder why this is where she wants us to wait.” 

"She probably has a reason after managing to survive here so long,” Alex 
said. He moved to read another gravestone. “'Madame Fiona,” he said. 
“Mother to us all.” He looked up. "I wonder what the story is here. It's 
wild.” 

"What do the numbers mean?" asked Sky. 

"I'm not exactly sure," Alex said, “but I've seen numbers like that in some 
of the books we have in the library.” 


The thundering grew louder. Aaron shifted anxiously, looking all around. 
"Do you see the girl anywhere?” 

Sky and Alex strained to look as well. Then Sky pointed up. “Look. She's 
jumping into the waterfall," Sky said in awe. “She's hanging on to a hunk 
of . . . something! See?" Sky watched as the girl free-fell a sickening 
distance. She landed at the bottom and disappeared in a big splash. 

"Oh dear.” Sky stood on her tiptoes and watched. “I hope she survived 
that," she murmured. A moment later, she spotted the girl again. "There she 
is! She's coming this way down the river.” 

“Unbelievable,” Alex said, eyes landing on the girl. She floated on a 
white board, paddling with all her might. Not far behind her, the gorillas 
were making their way down the rocky mountainside in pursuit. 

“How did she get away from them at the top of the mountain?” Aaron 
wondered, his anxiety temporarily replaced by amazement. 

"No idea," murmured Sky. 

The gorillas began to gain on the girl now that they were reaching the 
bottom of the hill. 

Alex watched the progress carefully, and once it became clear that the 
girl was planning to come straight down the river to them, he directed the 
other two. “Aaron, figure out how many gorillas we're dealing with. Sky, set 
yourself up halfway between the river and the shipwreck, there, and once 
we get the girl out of the river, Aaron'll run her behind you, so you can fend 
off the gorillas. Shout if you see anything coming from the other side of the 
river, but I'm pretty sure Spike is keeping most of those beasts busy in the 
sea.” He ran forward several yards. “I'm going to try to slow them down," he 
called, and pointed at the spot of land next to the bank, concentrating. 

"Glass," he whispered. As a sheet of glass appeared, perpendicular to the 
river, he moved to the spot next to it and uttered the spell again. As each 
new sheet of glass appeared, Alex calmly put up another one next to it, 
making a giant glass shield that stretched from the bank of the river to the 
edge of the island. When the entire line was finished, he started a second 
row to reinforce the first line, going a little slower this time because the 
intensity of the concentration was beginning to sap his strength. 

"I count thirteen gorillas chasing the girl,” Aaron called. He gripped his 
dagger, his face awash in sweat and fear. “Will that glass stop them, Alex?" 


"Maybe for a minute,” Alex said. “It'll be a shock, anyway, and might 
distract them long enough for us to get the girl to our boat.” He looked at 
his brother. “Come with me. We're going to stand next to the river, here. 
She needs to paddle beyond the glass barrier and then we'll pull her out, 
climb the bank, and make a run for our boat. Okay?” 

"Okay," Aaron said. He felt sick to his stomach. 

Alex pointed. "Go to the river's edge now and wave at her. Make sure she 
sees you and knows to come all the way down the river to you.” 

Aaron nodded, unable to speak, but he ran to the edge of the river and 
began motioning to the girl. 

"Sky, stand by to fight," Alex called. “You've got the most useful weapon 
of all of us.” He shook out his hand, wiped the sweat from his forehead, and 
planted a few more glass spells for a third, scattered layer. 

The ground began to shake as the gorillas charged toward them, and the 
girl was getting nearer. With no time left for more glass barriers, Alex ran to 
join his brother. He climbed down the bank and stood in front of Aaron, 
ready to lend a hand to the girl, who was still paddling mightily. 

Alex and Aaron waved their arms when the girl grew close. She stared 
straight ahead, fully concentrating, nodding her head only to acknowledge 
that she saw them. “Ten seconds,” Alex called softly to Sky, not wanting to 
further enrage the gorillas, who would be plenty angry in about fifteen 
seconds when they hit the first line of glass shields. 

"Five," he called, and then, as the girl came at them, she flashed a wide 
grin. 

“Catch my board!" she shouted. Aaron and Alex leaned out over the 
water as she flipped off the board and tossed it up. Alex caught it, and 
Aaron grabbed the girl's hand and pulled her out of the water. 

Breathing hard, she scrambled up the bank with Aaron. Alex was right 
behind, using the girl's board as a shield between her and the gorillas. And 
then they ran. 

The first line of gorillas hit the glass shields at full speed with an 
earsplitting crash, sending shards exploding to the sky and raining down 
everywhere. The gorillas stumbled, surprised, but continued on. They hit 
the second line of glass, and it crumbled too. Some of the gorillas went 
down. But the first two furious gorillas that didn't have a third glass shield in 


front of them were completely through the barrier. And they weren't 
stopping. The glass had barely slowed them down. 
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The Rescue 


To the ship!" the girl yelled, her voice hoarse. “Get to the old ship! They 
wont touch us there!” 

Aaron pulled the exhausted girl along, his dagger raised, while Alex 
began flinging as many more glass spells and heart attack spells as he could 
to try to slow the gorillas down. Sky fearlessly ran toward the first gorilla, 
which was trying to head off Aaron and the girl. Some smaller beasts that 
seemed more affected by the glass walls moved sideways along them to the 
sea and jumped in to swim around them. Three of them caught sight of the 
magic boat and roared, then headed toward it. 

From the boat, Charlie jumped up and down on the seat, trying to get a 
better view. The gorillas advanced. “Go, Charlie!" Alex yelled. “Get out of 
here!" 

The statue hesitated, then pushed the lever and tore out to sea. 

Aaron nearly screeched himself at the sight of their ride leaving. He was 
most certainly going to die at any moment. He was sure of it. 

Sky gripped her sword and swung with all her might, slamming it into 
the first advancing gorilla. It staggered and tripped, knocking over the 
second. Sky looked over her shoulder. “Run!” she screamed. Aaron and the 
girl sprinted past, a gorilla right behind them. Alex slammed the floating 
board into it. The beast rose to its full height and roared as Alex jabbed the 
pointed end of the white board into its gut, then sprinted away. Furious, it 
dropped down and loped after him. 

"Get in the ship!" the girl cried to Aaron. “See the ladder? Now!" 


"I see it," Aaron panted. “Stop screaming in my ear.” He pulled the 
exhausted girl after him, and then picked her up and ran when she couldn't 
seem to get her legs to move fast enough anymore. 

The remaining gorillas had scattered around the area, circling their 
victims. Sky darted toward the ship as the beasts in the sea turned away 
from their chase and caught sight of her. 

Aaron and the girl reached the ship with a big silverback on their tail, 
and as Aaron hoisted the girl up and she climbed aboard, Aaron struck out 
at the gorilla with his dagger, catching it in the chest. 

“Get up here!” the girl screeched. 

The beast grabbed at Aaron. Aaron yelled and struck again. He started 
his climb up the ladder. Another gorilla reached them, grabbed hold of 
Aaron's leg, and began pulling. Aaron flailed, swinging wildly from the rung, 
and managed to land a backward kick right in the gorilla's nose. The 
creature loosened its grip and Aaron pulled out of it, then scrambled the 
rest of the way up, certain the gorilla would follow right behind. 

But it didn't. It skittered away from the ladder with a hooting sound. 
From somewhere on the ship, the girl began making a racket that sounded 
like metal crashing against metal. Immediately the other gorillas backed off 
and began hooting warnings to their companions. 

Sky, who was trapped by three gorillas that surrounded her and kept her 
from getting to the ship, swung her sword wildly, connecting at every 
chance she could get. Her shoulders ached and her hands were numb, but 
she kept swinging, inching toward the ship. 

Alex used the board as a shield and threw every spell imaginable, and 
finally discovered that the blinding highlighter was the only spell that 
actually had a full effect on the creatures. He quickly blinded the gorillas 
surrounding him, making them roar and wave their arms. Alex slipped 
between two and blasted the ones who were attacking Sky. One after 
another they grabbed their eyes in pain and whirled around, knocking into 
Sky and sending her sprawling. Alex ran to help her up, and the two made a 
mad dash between blinded, howling gorillas, all the way to the ship. 

Aaron, bleeding from his shredded leg, reached down from above to 
grab the girl's board and help them as they scrambled up the ladder, while 
the girl continued to make the clanging noise below. 


Alex shoved the board aside, and he and Sky flopped on the deck of the 
old beast of a ship, sweating and breathless, muscles quivering. As soon as 
they could manage it, they crawled away from the ladder, making the floor 
creak and a few rotten ship boards crack and fall away. The three lay 
heaving and bleeding, but alive, as half the gorillas still wandered about 
temporarily blinded, and others cowered several yards from the ship, 
distressed about getting too close to it. 

"Where's the girl?” Alex asked when he had his breath back. 

"She's down there making that noise,” Aaron said. He took off his shirt 
and wrapped it around his leg, trying to stop the bleeding. 

A moment later the noise stopped, and soon the girl appeared on a 
ladder, coming up through an opening in the deck. “Welp," she said, wiping 
her hands on her pants and glancing out over the sea, “that ought to keep 
them quiet. They'll go away eventually, and then it'll be safe for your boat 
to return.” She stood there, her clothes still dripping and her light brown 
hair a knotted mess with sticks and leaves stuck in it. She was a little shorter 
than Sky. Her soggy, tattered shirt drooped off one shoulder, revealing a 
patch of fair skin. The rest of her was deeply tanned. She was thin—a little 
too thin, like she hadn't been eating normally—but muscular. 

Alex sat up. “How is it they won't come on the ship?” he asked. “You 
saved us with this trick.” 

The girl shrugged. "Its the cages down below,” she said. She had a 
strange accent. “I discovered it by accident pretty early on. They don't like 
the sound of the clanging, and they won't try to get inside the ship. I don't 
know if any of them are the actual animals that were caged on this ship or if 
they just learned from their ancestors to fear it, but it's one of only a few 
safe places on the island.” 

"Wow, that's fascinating,” Alex said. He stood up and held out his hand 
to her. “I'm Alex,” he said. “This is my brother, Aaron. Twins, if you can't 
tell. And this is Sky. We're from Quill and Artimé, two islands to the west.” 

The girl smiled, and instead of shaking his hand, she hugged him. Her 
eyes shone. “I can't believe this nightmare is almost over,” she said. “Thank 
you so much for coming back for me.” 

"Of course," Alex said, hugging her back. 

She pulled away and looked up at him. “My name is Kaylee Jones. I'm 
from America. I'm not sure where that is from here, but I know it's pretty 
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far. 

“America?” Sky asked. “Is that an island?” 

Kaylee laughed. “Funny! No. You know, the United States?" 

Sky shook her head. “I've never heard of that.” She looked at Alex. 
"Maybe it's that big piece of land on Lani’s map.” 

Alex took note of the fading smile on Kaylee's face. “Maybe,” he said to 
Sky. 

Kaylee searched the faces before her. “You're not joking,” she murmured. 

"No," Sky said. “We've traveled all around the world and haven't ever 
heard of it." She was tempted to ask the girl about other worlds, like she'd 
asked Ishibashi, but the girl was in rough shape, and Sky thought it would 
be better to wait in case it upset her like it did the scientist. Instead, she 
offered a sympathetic smile. “I'm sorry.” 

Kaylee pressed her lips together. "No, it's okay. I... I had a feeling about 
this. Ishibashi tried to tell me. And then there's the ship's log . . . and 
everything that happened with that.” She turned to look out over the water 
again and let out a small despairing sigh. It almost sounded like she might 
be crying. 

Sky glanced sidelong at Alex, who shrugged. He glanced at the gorillas, 
most of which had begun grazing in the long grass nearby. 

Alex turned and walked carefully over the rotting boards to the sea side 
of the deck, wondering where the white boat was. It wasn't hard to spot. It 
sat safely a few hundred yards offshore. He waved to Charlie, though he 
couldn't actually see the statue from that distance, and then he saw Spike's 
faux diamond—covered spike coming up alongside the back end of the old 
ship, which was in the water. 

"TIl take you whenever you're ready, the Alex,” Spike said when she 
sensed his presence. “Is everyone okay? Did you find the singing girl?” 

"Yes, we've got her,” said Alex. “You did good work, Spike—you kept 
dozens of gorillas from coming after us. We're waiting for them to get bored 
and leave.” 

Alex turned to the others. “Okay, people,” he called softly. “Our ride is 
here, so as soon as the gorillas wander off, we need to head for home.” He 
looked at his brother, who was still nursing the deep scratches on his legs. 
"Hey, Aaron," he said. “Tonight you get to learn how to swim.” 





Circus Tales 


So you found Aaron, then,” Kaylee said, turning back after her momentary 
grief. “That's good.” 

"Oh yes,” Alex said. “We did. Thank you.” 

Kaylee nodded, subdued, and clearly struggling internally. None of the 
others knew quite what to do for her, so they waited respectfully for her to 
gather her wits. 

After a moment Kaylee took a deep breath, let it out, and said, “Okay. 
We need to stay out of sight from the gorillas for a while. Stay quiet so they 
forget about us. By evening they'll head to the top of the mountain, where 
they sleep. Once they're far enough away, they won't come after us when 
we jump into the water.” 

Alex relayed the plan to Spike. “Go to the boat and tell Charlie what's 
happening,” he said. “Then ask him to tell Matilda that we stopped here to 
rescue a castaway, and everybody's safe, and we'll be on our way again by 
nightfall.” 

Spike swam out to the boat, and Alex returned to the group. 


"I want to grab a few things from the cabin below before it gets dark,” 
Kaylee whispered. “This ship is super old, but there are three logbooks. I've 
only had a chance to read the first one. It was written by the cabin boy, like, 
a hundred years ago.” 

Sky looked up. “Wow. Can I come?” 

"Sure," Kaylee said. “Stay quiet. One on the ladder at a time—this thing 
is falling apart.” 

The two girls descended the ladder, which was missing a few rungs, to 
the deck below. Toward the stern, several tiny, narrow cabins lined the 
hallway. But Kaylee turned forward and went down a few stairs into a larger 
square cabin. There was a small bar with broken bottles everywhere, and a 
rickety old desk that was bolted to the floor. Kaylee headed straight for the 
desk. She tugged open a warped drawer and pulled out three yellowed 
volumes. On each book cover were the words “Ship's Log.” 

Kaylee held them out to Sky. “See? I'll bet the whole story of this 
shipwreck and the people and gorillas on board, and maybe even something 
about the graves, is in here.” Her eyes shone with excitement. “So far, in 
reading the first book, I've discovered that this whole tribe of saber-toothed 
gorillas began with just four animals about a hundred years ago. There's at 
least seventy of them now on the island—lI've counted them enough times.” 

"Incredible," Sky said, carefully opening one of the logbooks and looking 
at the strange handwriting on the fragile pages. 

While Sky looked through it, Kaylee moved around the cabin as if she 
were at least a little familiar with it, pulling out papers and unpinning a 
giant map from the wall, which she folded up. "Do you want to see the 
cages?” asked Kaylee. 

Sky nodded and tucked the books under her arm. Kaylee led her out of 
the cabin and down another level, where cages lined both sides of the ship. 
A few portholes up high on the walls let light in. Some of the glass was 
broken or completely missing. Standing on her tiptoes, Sky could see the 
gorillas not far away. 

They heard a slight noise behind them and saw Alex and Aaron coming 
down the ladder. “We were curious,” Alex whispered. 

The two stood side by side, looking remarkably the same except for their 
clothes. 


"Which one is which again?” Kaylee asked. “Oh wait—Alex has the 
robe.” 

"Yes, and Aaron has the scar," Sky said. She grinned at the boys. “I guess 
people will be able to tell you apart now, at least until the scar fades.” 

Aaron smirked. “Don't go trying to imitate my scar now,” he said to Alex. 

Alex grinned reluctantly. "I won't.” He was actually impressed with 
Aaron's willingness to fight the gorillas even though he'd clearly been scared 
to death. With a little training, Aaron might become a decent fighter. 
Though there was still something about Aaron that worried him. What if 
his evil twin was so sneaky that he really was faking this new alignment 
with Alex and Sky? But then again, what kind of idiot would willingly risk 
fighting gorillas if he were faking it? Aaron could have stayed in the boat, 
but he chose to help. He was either insane or truly sincere with his new 
attitude. Alex was starting to believe that Aaron might have actually 
changed for real. 

“Obviously these are the cages," Kaylee said, keeping her voice low. 
“According to the logbook, this was some sort of animal transporter bound 
for a circus in the US when it got lost in a storm. Saber-toothed gorillas,” 
she said, shaking her head. “Can you imagine that scene at the circus? What 
an attraction that would have been.” 

The three looked puzzled, and no one dared admit they had no idea 
what a circus was, or the US for that matter. They understood storms, 
though. 

"Its all documented, you see,” Sky told the boys, holding up the 
logbooks. She shivered. “It's creepy down here. All these creaking cages in 
the dark underbelly. No wonder the gorillas won't come near it.” 

Kaylee nodded expertly. “The original animals must have passed down 
the fear of this ship and the cages to their offspring after having been 
locked up in them the whole voyage,” she said bookishly. “It couldn't have 
been a good ride through the storm.” 

Their new companion sounded so much like Lani that Sky and Alex just 
looked at each other and laughed. “You sound like one of our best friends,” 
Alex explained, not wanting Kaylee to think they were laughing at her. 
"You'll get along just fine.” 

"Yeah?" Kaylee smiled sadly. “So ... what happens now? I guess I go to 
your island with you, right?” 


“That's pretty much the only option,” Aaron said. "For now, at least.” 

“Anywhere but here,” Kaylee said. “What's your island like? And how on 
earth did you do that thing with the glass walls? That was really freaky." She 
began to perk up. “Also, I don't know if you know this, but you have a 
talking whale.” 

Alex laughed, forgetting to be quiet, then covered his mouth. “Sorry,” he 
whispered. 

Kaylee hopped to see out the porthole, then pointed to the ladder. “Let's 
go back up,” she whispered. 

One at a time they climbed the ladder up two levels, staying low on the 
top deck so they would remain hidden from the gorillas. They kept their 
voices quiet. 

Alex explained to Kaylee that Artimé was a magical land. He told her 
that he placed the glass shields on the ground with magic, and showed her a 
couple of little spells, like tapping his notebook to produce a pencil. She 
didn't believe it at first, but then Alex used the preserve spell on the ship's 
logs, and she marveled as the spell seeped over each page. Once the spell 
was complete, the brittle pages were flexible and protected from further 
damage. 


"They're waterproof now too,” said Alex, “so when we jump into the 


water, they'll be fine.” 

"That's fantastic,” Kaylee said, turning the books over and admiring 
them. She glanced over her shoulder to check the sun's location, but it was 
hidden behind the mountainous side of the island. “They should start 
moving upland fairly soon. I'll let you know when it's safe to jump.” 

Aaron wore a perplexed look. “Why did you live up there in the tree at 
the top of the mountain when you could've lived here on this ship?” Aaron 
asked. “I mean, it's falling apart, but you'd be safe if you repaired it. And we 
could have picked you up from here in the first place instead of messing 
with the vine and the cliff.” 

Two very important reasons,” Kaylee said. She stretched out on her back 
and grimaced as her spine popped. “Oof,” she said. “That was from the ride 
down the waterfall. My body has taken a beating on this island, let me tell 
ya.” She twisted her back until she was satisfied. 

“Anyway,” she continued, “why didn't I just live on this boat? One, this 
ship is too far away from the river. | needed to be able to get water safely. 


Plus the water is a lot cleaner up at the top because the gorillas, um, spend 
time in it down at this end, if you know what I mean. And two, food. 
There's nothing but grass and weeds down here, and a herd of wild pigs, but 
I haven't been able to catch them and I don't have any way of cooking 
them. I'm sort of a vegetarian now, I guess," she said thoughtfully. 

The others didn't know what the term meant, but they could guess, and 
they didn't want to interrupt. 

Kaylee looked at her deteriorating clothing and scars all over her arms 
and legs from various cuts, scratches, and bug bites. “It's been rough,” she 
said softly. “Really rough. |. . . For a while there I started to feel myself 
slipping away. Losing my mind, I mean.” She ran her hand over her arm, 
wiping away a bit of caked mud from the underside. 

Aaron watched her. “How did you manage to hold on?" he asked in a 
quiet voice. 

"I'm used to being alone,” Kaylee said. “I've trained for it. And I told 
myself every morning that I just had to get through one day, and surely 
someone would come tomorrow. . . ." She swallowed hard. “Making the vine 
rope helped. It gave me something to work for.” 

Aaron felt a wave of emotion sweep through him, though he wasn't sure 
why. All he knew was that he understood being alone. 

“Getting back to my story,” Kaylee continued, “I lived in this ship for a 
couple of days when my sailboat first sank out there, and then when | got 
deliriously thirsty, | made a run for the river. While I was there, the gorillas 
caught sight of some weird creature floating off the north shore—" 

"Ah yes, I bet that was Pan, the coiled water dragon," Sky said. 

"She rules the sea,” added Alex. 

Aaron looked mystified. 

“Okaaay," Kaylee went on. “And I ran up there to see if I could find food. 
I found a lot of it, actually. Bird eggs, wild raspberries, mushrooms, and 
cattails by the mouth of the waterfall. When the gorillas came back, I got 
cornered, so | climbed to the top of the tallest tree. They tried to get me, 
and for whatever reason, | started singing, because | couldn't think of 
anything else to do to save myself. And they liked it. They made a pet out 
of me.” 

"A pet,” Alex repeated. “And they let you live up in your little cage at the 
top of the tree.” 


“Exactly. They didn't hurt me. They got a little aggressive when they 
wanted me to sing, so I learned quickly to start doing that before any tree 
shaking began.” 

“And you said they sleep up there?” Sky asked. 

"Most of them. All night, a few always right at the foot of the tree. After 
the first few days, whenever the coast was clear, | got down for a bit to get 
food and water. | also started to make a vine hammock so | could sleep in 
the tree without stressing about falling out. For the first few days I figured | 
was going to die at any moment.” 

"I've felt like that before on a raft in the sea," Sky murmured. "Its a 
terrible feeling.” 

"Yes," Kaylee said. “But I got the hang of it eventually. Pardon the pun, 
ha-ha.” 

Aaron didn't know what a pun was, but the other two laughed. 

"I started making the rope several months ago once | realized I had to do 
something to keep my sanity, and the cliff offered me the best chance of 
escape. | can see all the way around the island from up there in case a ship 
came by. I was really hoping the rope thing would work, but the stinking 
gorillas are wicked smart and they foiled it. They basically just pulled me up 
and put me back in my tree cage, which I knew they would do. They heard 
you out by the beach—that was smart, by the way, to draw them out to sea. 
Can you believe it? Gorillas are not usually swimmers, but these guys are not 
normal. Anyway, once you came on land, they saw you and took off to eat 
you.” 

She took a breath. “Whew. So plan B was in place. I never wanted to do 
what we ended up doing today, let me tell you, but there was no other 
choice.” She rubbed her backside. “My board is not made for waterfalls.” 

Alex nodded toward it on the deck nearby. "Is that part of your sailboat?” 

"Nope," said Kaylee. "The sailboat sank, but I grabbed this as we were 
taking on water. It's a surfboard. Haven't you ever seen one?” 

Alex shook his head. “It just floats, like a raft?” 

"Yes," said Kaylee. “You ride on it. I usually stand up when I'm on an 
ocean with big waves, but that method doesn't work very well on a river, so 
after I jumped I had to lie down and paddle it.” 

There were so many unfamiliar things Kaylee was telling them, and Alex 
and Sky had tons of questions about where the girl came from, but the 


gorillas were beginning to move. Kaylee held a finger to her lips and 
pointed. 

They all watched in silence for about twenty minutes as the gorillas 
lumbered away and began climbing the mountain. 

"Stay quiet now,’ Kaylee warned. “We can continue this conversation 
once we make it to the boat.” 





Back to Artimé 


Once most of the gorillas had retreated and were on their way up the 
mountain, Sky brought Kaylee to the sea-side end of the ship and 
introduced Spike. As soon as Kaylee got used to the fact that Spike was a 
talking magical creature, she had no qualms about jumping twenty feet into 
the ocean below and riding on Spike's back to the boat. 

"Stay quiet,” Kaylee warned the others before she jumped. “Any noise 
will bring the gorillas thundering back here.” 

Sky nodded. She counted down, and she and Kaylee jumped first so 
Aaron could see what was expected of him. He had so little experience with 
the sea that his fears were enormous, especially after nearly drowning. He 
didn't complain or try to get out of it, though. He was just more quiet than 
usual. 

Alex knew Aaron was scared to death, and he actually felt a little sorry 
for his brother. They stood at the railing and watched the girls jump, and 
looked on as Spike swam under them and popped them out of the water so 
they were sitting on her back. Spike immediately sped out to the boat, 
which the boys could barely make out in the moonlight, and they saw the 
girls climbing on board. 

Aaron's hands were clammy by the time Spike returned, and his legs 
shook as the brothers climbed over the railing and hung on. 

"I won't let you drown,” Alex said quietly. 

"I wouldn't blame you if you did," Aaron said. “But I appreciate it.” 


Alex took his brother's arm. “We'll jump together on three,” he said. 
Take a deep breath as I'm counting and hold your nose. It'll be over before 
you know it.” 

Aaron swallowed hard and nodded. He was panting from fear, which 
made it hard to take a deep breath, but as Alex counted to three, he did the 
best he could. He closed his eyes and plugged his nose, and soon his 
stomach was flipping and he was screaming and falling and then he was 
plunging underwater, not stopping. His nose came unplugged and he 
panicked, his arms and legs flailing, and then he felt Alex pulling him up. 
From below, he felt the huge back of the whale beneath him, lifting him 
above the water. He choked and coughed, flailing face-first on the whale's 
back and trying to hold on to her smooth skin for dear life. 

"You did it,” Alex said from behind him. He climbed up next to Aaron 
and put his hand on Aaron's back. “You're not going to fall off. It's a whale. 
It's huge. Open your eyes and look." 

Aaron opened his eyes and saw the expanse of whale on which he was 
riding. He coughed a bit more and then cautiously pushed himself up to 
sitting. Soon the whale was moving, and before long they were coming up 
alongside the white boat. 

"That wasn't so bad,” Aaron admitted. 

Sky and Kaylee reached out to help him climb into the boat. 

"Glad we girls went first," Kaylee said. That impressive scream of yours 
woke some gorillas, I'm sure. Listen.” 

They heard the now-familiar rumble. 

"It wasn't intentional,” Aaron said. 

Kaylee looked askance at him. “You're awfully serious,” she said. 

"Oh, he's from Quill," Alex said, toweling himself off and preparing to 
direct them home. “You'll understand eventually.” 

"Is that how you Unwanteds talk about us?” Aaron asked. 

“Wow, unwanteds?” Kaylee said. “That's not very nice.” 

Alex held up a hand. “It's okay. Its not what you think. Well, I mean, it is, 
but we Unwanteds wear our title like a badge of honor because we were 
sent to our deaths and survived." 

"Whoa," Kaylee said. “So clearly I'm not the only one with a near-death 
experience. This is probably a ho-hum sort of day for you. That explains a 
lot, actually.” 


"Ho-hum?” Sky asked. 

“Casual,” Kaylee said. “Ordinary.” 

Sky nodded. “Sadly, risking our lives has become a little too ordinary 
lately." 
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Kaylee looked nervous. “Maybe I'm better off with the gorillas after all 
she said. 

"Don't worry,” said Sky. “We'll keep you safe in the mansion.” 

"Is there soap?” 

"Oh yes,” Sky said. “You're in for a treat.” 

Alex commanded the boat to go to Artimé with no further stops, and 
they set off around the south side of the island. Kaylee grew silent and 
watched it go by as they moved past the come-back sign and the rise of 
land and the tree at the top where she had lived for so long. “I can't believe 
I'm finally out of there. I was really starting to think I'd never . . . make 
it... ." Kaylee pressed her hand over her eyes and choked back a sob. “Ugh. 
Sorry,” she said. “I am just all over the place emotional about this—seeing 
the island from the water again. Knowing I'm safe.” 

Alex gave her a friendly one-arm side hug. “Nobody here is going to 
make fun of you for crying—we're all pretty good at it." He gave Aaron a 
warning glance, but Aaron's gaze was elsewhere. 

With the boat running itself and Spike keeping watch at their side, Alex 
ducked into the little cabin to get some food. He came out with his hands 
full and with Charlie at his side. 

"Charlie," he said, “you did a great job saving yourself and the boat from 
the gorillas. Did you meet Kaylee?” 

The gargoyle nodded, and his gray stone cheeks blushed pink. He 
ducked behind Alex's leg. 

Alex grinned. “Any news from home?” 

The gargoyle signed for a moment while Alex and Sky looked on. 

“Storm?” Alex guessed, looking at Sky. 

"Yep. The dust squalls in Quill are getting stronger,” Sky said. 

"Okay," Alex said. He looked at Charlie. “Tell Matilda to let Claire know 
that we should be home by tomorrow night.” 

Charlie gave three thumbs up and disappeared. 

"You all continue to surprise me,” Kaylee said. “A living gargoyle. What 
else have you got?” 


"Just wait,” Aaron warned. “The scary ones are back on their island.” 

"They're not scary if you're on Artimé's side,” Sky pointed out. 

"Which I guess I am, now,” Aaron said. He shook his head and took the 
food Alex offered him. “Thanks,” he said. 

“And that still surprises me,’ Alex muttered. He'd rarely heard the word 
"thanks" from his brother's lips their entire childhood, and now he'd said it 
multiple times in the past two days. Ishibashi really did something to him, that 
was for sure. He started to wonder why he'd even liked Aaron as a child, 
because Aaron certainly hadn't treated Alex very nicely. Though there had 
been times when they were close, especially at night in their bedroom, 
talking about things they could never talk about in front of anyone... . 

"Have a seat, Alex,” Sky said gently. 

Alex startled back to reality and realized he was standing in the middle 
of the boat holding his dinner. He laughed and sat down. 

"Forgive me for inhaling this delicious food," Kaylee said, “but I can't 
seem to get enough of it. | have no idea how you kept this hot on the boat, 
but I want whatever youve got for my next journey.” 

"It's magical," Alex said. “And there's more food if you'd like it.” 

"I would," said Kaylee. She fished a rectangular device from her pocket. 
Its face was glass and cracked quite badly. She held it up. “This is a real long 
shot, but do you happen to have a cell phone charger?" 

The three just looked at her. 

Kaylee's face fell. She sighed and put the device back into her pocket. 
"Its waterlogged anyway.” She picked up her food again. 

When everyone had finished eating, Kaylee attempted to work through 
her hair with Sky's brush, but found that after so long without using one, 
there was no hope. “I'm going to have to chop it off,” she said. She didn't 
seem upset about it. 

"I can help with that," Alex said. He produced a magical scissors that he 
used for his own hair whenever it got too out of control and handed it to 
her. Kaylee studied it for a moment, then handed it back. “Will you do the 
honors?" 

Alex shrugged. “Sure.” He took a good look at where the knots in her 
hair began, then started cutting. Thirty minutes later, Kaylee was peering 
into a mirror in the cabin, running her fingers through her new short bob 


and exclaiming with delight. “You could open up a shop!" she said. “How are 
you so good at this?” 

"It's art," Alex said. "That's what I do.” 

Finally, when the activity settled, Alex asked Kaylee one of the questions 
he'd been wondering since they'd first discovered she was the same girl 
Ishibashi had spoken of. 

"So we know you crashed on the Island of Shipwrecks and spent a few 
days there, and then you actually made it out through the hurricane, right? 
Only you ended up sinking off the shore of the Island of Graves. What 
happened?” 

Kaylee, now wearing one of Sky's extra sets of clothes and snuggling 
under a blanket, shook her head and laughed. "I don't know why I'm 
laughing,” she said. “It wasn't funny then, and it really isn't now, either, but I 
guess Í can either laugh or cry about it, and I've cried enough. 

"I managed to make it off Ishibashi’s island during the hour of calm by 
trying to go with the wind instead of against it, then head over the big 
waves straight on. Which worked, actually, but in the process I hit some 
rocks. They tore up the sailboat, and it sprang a slow leak that I couldn't fix. 
After sailing slowly for a couple of days without sleep so | could keep 
bailing, I knew my only chance was to try to make it to the nearest island, 
which just happened to be the Island of Graves. So I pushed myself as hard 
as I could to get there. In the end, I couldn't keep up with the leak, so I gave 
up and untied my surfboard. When the sailboat began to sink, I glided off 
on the board and watched my boat go down. It was . . . it was really sad. I'd 
been through so much with that boat. I can't even . . ." She shook her head 
and laughed again. 

Sky gave the girl a hug. “I'm so sorry. That must have been awful.” 

"It was," said Kaylee, “but I'm still alive. Pushing through this disaster one 
day at a time.” 

"You made it,” said Sky. "I mean, I know our island won't be home, but I 
promise it's scads better than the one we just left." She hesitated. “I've been 
curious to know where you came from before you ended up at Ishibashi’s 
island," Sky asked. “Did you come straight from your . . . your land? How 
did it happen?" 

"Well, it's sort of complicated," Kaylee said. “And I guess I'm not exactly 
sure how to explain it all. But I can tell you that I was in a race, | hit a 
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terrible storm, and suddenly I found myself sailing up a waterfall 
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Kaylee's Story 


You sailed up a waterfall?” Aaron asked, his face etched in doubt. 

"Hey, we sailed up a waterfall too!" Sky exclaimed. 

"You did what?” Aaron asked, looking incredulous. “I have no idea half 
the things my brother has done.” 

Alex leaned forward. “But did you sail down a waterfall first," he asked 
Kaylee, “and then go upside down for a while before going up it?” 

Kaylee frowned. “No, just up. | went through a really bad storm first. | 
was Sailing around the world. Youngest competitor ever.” She shook her 
head. 

"We sailed around the world too!" Sky said. “We went past all seven 
islands.” 

Aaron tilted his head. “It's not nice to brag,” he chided. 

Alex blinked. Who was this person? 

Kaylee looked at Sky. “All . . . all seven, huh?” 

"Yes," Sky said. “Ours is the middle one. We went west, then ended up 
scrolling around to the east. Thats what Samheed thinks happened, anyway, 
and he'd probably know." 

“Samheed,” Aaron said with a scowl. 

"Aha!" Alex said, pointing at his brother. “That's the real you.” 

"Will you leave him alone, please?” Sky said. “Stop doing that.” 

Kaylee watched. “I have no idea what is going on with you all, but it's a 
little odd," she said. 

"Tell me about it,” said Sky. “Ignore them. And please, go on with your 
story. Did you see our friends on the Island of Legends?” 

"L... um, no, I didn't," Kaylee said. 


"Oh right, of course you wouldn't have, because you said you didn't go 
down the waterfall.” Sky knit her brows, trying to figure out what Kaylee 
was talking about. And then she looked up. “I have a feeling you and I aren't 
actually talking about the same thing, are we?” 

Alex and Aaron stopped glaring at each other and looked at the girls. 

"No," Kaylee said softly. “I'm afraid we're not." 

"What do you mean?” Alex asked. 

Sky turned to look at him. “I'm pretty sure she's talking about coming 
from a different . . . place.” 

Kaylee watched the faces around her as they tried to comprehend. 

"Like that land on Lani's map?” Alex asked. 

"You have a map?” Kaylee asked. 

Sky nodded. “The land next to the islands. It's a real place, I'll bet. Lani 
was right.” 

Alex stared. “But there's no way to get there,” he said. 

Kaylee looked at Alex. “You're . . . you're absolutely certain? There's 
really no way to get there?” 

"There's no way that I know,” Alex said. "And we've been around this 
entire world. This is it.” 

"Then how did Kaylee get bere?” asked Aaron, the most confused of 
everyone. 

"The same way that thing came out of the sky and landed in the water by 
Artimé," Alex said slowly. "The same way some of those boats and ships 
ended up shipwrecked on Ishibashi’s island. The same way all the vessel 
pieces and books and propellers and junk ended up in the Museum of Large. 
They come up the waterfall, or they get caught in a storm in the sky.” He 
stopped talking, trying to figure it all out, but the concept was so large. 
"Storms—that's the way in.” 

“Kaylee,” Sky said, turning to her, “is Ishibashi . . . and Ito and Sato... . 
are they from another place too?" 

Kaylee didn't know what to say. She looked from one confused face to 
the next. "Yes," she said, for Ishibashi hadn't asked her to keep it a secret. 
"They got caught in a storm like me. Their ship wrecked off the Island of 
Shipwrecks way back in the nineteen fifties while they were searching for 
another scientist's ship that had been lost at sea.” 

Sky, Aaron, and Alex stared. 
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"Are they from... that same place you're from? Am... Ami . 

“America,” Kaylee said. "No. They're Japanese. They're Game my world, 
though—pretty far away from where I live.” She shook her head. “This is 
blowing my mind right now, seriously. You have no idea.” 

They were silent for a long time, each of them trying to grasp the 
strangeness of the information they'd learned and trying to understand the 
references to places they never knew existed. 

Finally Aaron spoke. "Then . . . where are we inside this bigger world 
youre talking about?" 

Kaylee looked at him and shook her head. “That's the problem, friend. | 


have absolutely no idea." 
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Talking Strategy 


With the mystery unsolved and the hour growing late, the four humans took 
to their makeshift beds, the girls up at the bow and the boys sprawled out 
on the fold-down seats. 

By morning, the Island of Graves was long gone and the cylindrical 
island was behind them as well, the speeding boat having passed by it in the 
early hours. There was no coiled water dragon in sight, but Alex hadn't 
forgotten about his vow to help the ruler of the sea if he could find a way to 
make things fly. 

But that was the least of his worries. Charlie had woken Alex before the 
others with a report from home: Gondoleery had begun to organize the 
Wanteds, forcing them under Strang's leadership to join the Quillitary. Now 
they were learning how to use weapons and drive vehicles. And the high 
priest was training a protection unit made up of students from the 
university. 

As Charlie finished signing to Alex, and Alex confirmed that he 
understood everything, the gargoyle indicated that there was additional 
information coming in on the spot from Lani. 

"What is it?” asked Alex. 

Charlie stood frozen for a moment as Matilda relayed the news to him. 
His face grew sad. He began signing to Alex, too quickly at first for the 
mage to understand, so he had to start over. 

Alex watched intently, the sign language book open in his lap. “Lani and 
Samheed . . . snuck into Quill?” he guessed. “To spy?” 

Charlie nodded. He signed more words. 


Alex watched, then paged through the book, trying to figure out a sign 
he wasn't familiar with. “Dead?” he asked, looking up. “Somebody's dead?” 
His stomach dropped. “Who?” 

Charlie nodded. He spelled out a name. 

Alex stared, stringing the letters together. “Sully,” he whispered. 
“Gondoleery killed Sully?” When Charlie confirmed it, Alex dropped his 


head into his hands. “Oh no," he moaned. He was sure it was their fault. 
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Alex kept the news to himself for a time while the others continued to 
sleep, but once he got over the shock of Sully's death, he began to focus on 
Gondoleery's other recent actions. Eventually he nudged Aaron awake. He 
needed the former high priest's help. 

"What is it?” Aaron asked, sitting up. 

Alex gave him a grim look. “Gondoleery put Strang in charge of the 
Quillitary now that General Blair is dead.” 

Aaron wiped the sleep from his eyes. "Strang? That's . . . an interesting 
choice.” 

"Is he a big threat? I don't know much about him.” 

"He taught me a lot about the government,” Aaron said. “He's very rigid 
about rules, but I don't think he would want a job like that.” 

"Do we have any chance to turn him to our side? Would he follow you?” 

Aaron didn't answer right away. He was reminded again how hard this 
job was going to be and how much he just wanted to go back to the Island 
of Shipwrecks. 

"I doubt it," Aaron said finally. “I wasn't all that nice to him, but I did 
make him a governor again.” He shook his head. "He might listen to me, 
but he's such a rule follower, he'll most likely go along with Gondoleery— 
not because he approves of what she's doing, but because it's his job to 
follow the current high priest and carry out her wishes." 

Alex gave Aaron a long look. He could tell Aaron was being honest. 
“Thanks,” he said. “Is there any other angle we should take? Any group of 
people that would be more likely to join us—whether it's you they want to 
please, or perhaps there are some secret Artimé supporters?” 


"Nobody I can think of right away,’ Aaron said. “Secret Artimé 
supporters certainly wouldn't want me to know about them. I'll keep it in 
mind, though.” This would've been a good question for Secretary—Eva, as 
he thought of her now. She deserved a name. “Maybe Liam would listen to 
me. Whatever happened to him? Still at the palace, I presume.” 

Alex hadn't mentioned Liam at all, not sure if he wanted Aaron to know 
about the man’s double allegiance, like Eva's. But Aaron was going to find 
out soon enough. 

"Liam's... sort of .. . with us," Alex ventured. 

Aaron looked up. 

"Its not what you think,” Alex hurried to say. “When Gondoleery found 
out you were kidnapped, she snatched the title of high priest and sent Liam 
to the Ancients Sector. He was supposed to take our sisters there. But he 
escaped and journeyed over the ice with the twins, and finally made it to 
Artimé. So we took him in.” 

"So it was Liam who saved the girls?” 
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Aaron's face betrayed his bruised feelings. “Why didn't you tell me?” 

"I—II was protecting Liam. In case you'd have been mad at him.” 

Aaron looked out over the water. "I know it's hard to trust me, and to 
believe that I've changed, but I have. Getting out of Quill and having a 
person like Ishibashi to slap you into shape—it's like I see everything 
differently now. Quill . . . I don't want to go back there.” 

“And you're not mad about Liam?" 

Aaron shook his head slowly. “I'm surprised that he had the fearlessness 
to escape and not go directly to the Ancients Sector as he'd been ordered. 
I've never heard of anybody doing that before. I thought he was kind of 
weak, actually, but clearly he's a lot stronger than me.” He turned back to 
Alex and looked at him thoughtfully. “Wait a minute," he said. “That's it! 
The Ancients Sector." 

"What about it?” Alex asked. 

"That's where you should start. Right away.” He thought for a moment 
more and said, “They won't listen to me because | sent some people there. 
But find somebody trustworthy right away to recruit them. It won't be hard 
to convince them, because going to Artimé is a better choice than being put 


to sleep.” He tapped his chin. “Like Gunnar Haluki. They'll go with him.” 
He raised an eyebrow. “Especially the ladies.” 

"Whoa," said Alex. "Was that you making a joke?” 

"Get used to it," Aaron deadpanned. 

Alex smiled distractedly, thinking it through. It actually sounded like a 
viable plan. “Charlie,” he called. 

The gargoyle poked his head out of the cabin. 

"Tell Matilda to find Gunnar and Henry Haluki. We need to talk to them 
right away.” 

Charlie nodded, already transferring the message to Matilda. 

"Okay, | like this plan," Alex said to Aaron. “But how will they get past 
the attendant?" 

Aaron nearly smiled. “It just so happens that you know somebody who 
has a secret code that will let the Ancients out.” 





More Plans 


When Sky awoke, Alex filled her in on the grim news of Sully's death and 
the rest of the developments in Quill, then left her to contemplate over 
breakfast with Kaylee. He returned to Charlie's side to await the meeting 
with Gunner and Henry. 

Later, while Sky and Kaylee paged through the first logbook and 
discussed the amazing story of the animal-transport ship, Alex gave the 
order for Gunnar and Henry to release the people from the Ancients Sector. 

Aaron and Alex continued their conversation about strategy. Through it, 
the brothers grew a bit more comfortable with each other, and while 
Aaron's sharp tongue came into play every now and then, Alex slowly 
became convinced that the harrowing experiences of the kidnapping and 
near drowning, plus the time spent with Ishibashi, had truly changed Aaron. 

And Aaron began to confide a bit more easily in Alex, too. 

As the former high preist waited for the island of Quill and Artimé to 
appear on the horizon, he paced and occasionally stared out over the water. 
He shook his head slowly. “I can't explain how much | don't want to do this, 
Alex,” he said. “Not because | don't want to help you. I see Quill for what it 
is now, and I'm ashamed of my part in that. And Gondoleery is a tyrant and 
needs to be done away with. Plus I owe this to Artimé. But if you decided 
you didn't need me after all, I wouldn't be sad.” 

“But we do need you, Aaron,” Alex said. “I'm sorry for what you're going 
to go through. I'm sure there are a bunch of people who aren't going to be 
kind to you after what you did, even though you're here to help now. They 


won't be expecting you to be a different person. It's really hard to get used 
to, believe me. And while it's too bad they're not going to trust you, and 
they might even be hostile, well . . . you deserve it.” 

"I know," Aaron agreed. “And I'll do my best to take it. I'm scared, 
though." 

Alex had never heard his brother say those words before. “What are you 
scared of?” 

Aaron thought for while, trying to find the words to describe his fear. 
“I'm scared that I'll go into Quill and act like the person I used to be... . and 
then I'll want that life back.” 

Alex shook his head. “I get what you're saying, but you won't. At first, 
when we Unwanteds were sent out of Quill, we all wanted to go back, even 
though we had the magical world that is so much better than Quill— 
believe me, it's a million times better. But it took us a while to grasp what we 
had because it was so strange.” He sat up. “You won't see it the same way 
you used to.” 

"You say that, but the people in Artimé welcomed you. They won't be 
welcoming me.” 

Alex hadn't pictured it that way, but it made sense. 

"I'm just really confused,” Aaron went on. He scratched his head and 
turned to Alex. “Anyway—let's talk through this plan. I've got some new 
ideas.” 

“Great. Tell me what you're thinking.” 

"You've got Gunnar and his son on the way to the Ancients Sector to 
recruit them,” Aaron began. “And if Gondoleery is on the move doing 
unspeakable things, we're not going to want to waste any time. So I've been 
thinking that since we'll be arriving in Artimé sometime during the night 
tonight, we should strike in the morning.” 

"Strike with what?" Alex asked. 

"I'm getting to that," Aaron said. “But first, can you mobilize people this 
evening to stealthily enter Quill and go door-to-door in the Necessary 
quadrant? Wait until darkness falls and all the people are home from their 
jobs. And tell them to meet at the amphitheater an hour before dawn.” 

"So early?” Alex asked. "Why?" 

“Because they can't come during their work shifts. That would be a 
serious infraction that Necessaries won't even consider doing. Remember?" 


"Yeah," Alex said, "I guess I do, now that you say it. What'll our people 
say to them, though, that will convince them to show up?” 

Aaron thought for a long moment. “Okay, hang on. I'm thinking this one 
through.” 

While Aaron thought, Alex brought out lunch for the girls and Aaron 
and himself. “Another eight hours or so," Alex said. “Home after dark. And 
then we'll have an early morning. Early for Sky, I| mean—not you, Kaylee. 
We'll get you settled in a nice room so you can take a bath or get pampered 
and sleep for days if you want.” 

"Pfft," Kaylee scoffed. “Find me a slingshot and some stones and | can 
fight with the best of you. Just, ah, you know—point out the bad guys to 
me so I know who to aim for.” She took a bite of lunch. “And keep feeding 
me this stuff.” 

Alex grinned. “If you insist. I'd rather fight with you than against you, 
that's for sure.” 

"TIl worry about pampering and baths and getting my nails done when 
it's all over," Kaylee said. "Do you have a salon?” 

"A what?” Sky asked. 

"A nail salon . . . oh heck. A place where you get your nails painted.” 

"Oh!" Sky said. “We don't need a salon. You can get them painted just 
about anywhere, at any time of day, because half the people in Artimé are 
painting at any given moment.” 

"Now we're talking,” Kaylee said. “Fist bump!” She held out her fist. 

Sky stared at it. 

“Never miiiind,” Kaylee sang, and the girls dissolved in laughter. 

Alex went back to Aaron, who was pacing in the short, narrow walkway 
between the seats. “Any progress?” asked Alex. 

"Yes," Aaron said. “I've been repeating it to myself so I don't forget it.” 

"We can solve that," Alex said, pulling out his notebook and tapping it to 
produce a pencil. 

Aaron shook his head. “You're going to have to teach me that one.” 

“Maybe someday,” Alex said, and a whole new cast of worries entered his 
mind. What if Aaron got access to spells during this attack on Gondoleery? 
Would he turn on them? He couldn't think about that now. “Go ahead.” 

“Okay. The people of Artimé should knock five times. No more, no less.” 


“Aah, the Necessaries’ knock," Alex said, “so they know it's not a Wanted 
at their door. Good idea.” 

“And they should say these words exactly: "The High Priest Aaron Stowe 
sent me. He's alive, and he's coming to save you and your family from 
Gondoleery Rattrapp. Meet at the amphitheater an hour before dawn 
tomorrow. Each Necessary who comes will receive a day's supply of fruit 
and nuts. May Quill prevail with all I have in me.” 

Alex scribbled down the words exactly as Aaron said them, cringing at 
the last bit. "Do they really have to say that ‘May Quill prevail’ junk?” 

"Oh, I don't know,” said Aaron sarcastically. “Do you really want them to 
believe you and actually show up?” 

“Point taken.” 

"Good." Aaron looked at Alex. “You'll have to have another team go to 
the Favored Farm and break in to get food, I suppose. We'll need a lot of 
fruit and nuts.” 

Alex laughed. “I think our kitchen can come up with something sufficient 
without actually having to do that," he said. 

"Oh," said Aaron. "In that case, bring along a tub full of whatever that 
sweet thing was that I just ate. What's that called?” 

"Oh, that dessert,’ Alex said knowingly. “That's something one of the 
chefs found in a recipe book that washed up a few months ago. Our chef 
added her own special touch to it back when Gondoleery iced us. It's called 
rhubapple sugarberry pie—with pecan fig-jam ice cream.” 

Aaron patted his stomach. “I learned how to cook on the Island of 
Shipwrecks, you know. I'd like to make that sometime,” he said. 

Alex stared at Aaron for a long moment. “Are you sure youre not Lani 
disguised as Aaron?” 

"What?" 

Alex shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “You just keep shocking me.” 





A Trip to the Ancients Sector 


Gunnar Haluki donned a black cape so he'd look familiar and high priestly 
to the Ancients, and Henry Haluki loaded his component vest with lethal 
and nonlethal spells so he'd be prepared for anything—even Gondoleery 
herself. 

The father-and-son team hadn't spent much time together lately with all 
the chaos and with Henry so engrossed in his work, so this quest felt a bit 
like a special adventure. Henry had never been inside the Ancients Sector 
before, and he was intensely curious about the medicines that were used 
there—especially the ones that actually put the Ancients to sleep. Not that 
Henry wanted to do that, of course. He'd just always wondered about it. 
What did they use, and more importantly, where did they get it on the 
desert island? It was something no one seemed to know. 

Even Gunnar Haluki didn't know. He hadn't been in power long enough 
to discover that information. 

Armed with Aaron's secrets, they took the tube to their old house. 
Gunnar cringed only a little upon reaching his office closet, where he'd 
spent so much time tied up. He quickly stepped out of the tube and 


searched the room, making sure no one else had turned it into some sort of 
evil headquarters. Henry arrived a moment later. They spent a moment in 
the house, reflecting and missing the late Mrs. Haluki, who had selflessly 
died in battle against Aaron's Restorers. 

And then they pressed on, leaving the house and heading toward the 
Ancients Sector. 

"Do you think Aaron gave us the right secret code to release everybody?" 
Henry asked his father. 

"What do you mean?” 

"I mean he could have easily made something up as a trap.” 

Gunnar Haluki thought for a moment. "I think that's entirely possible.” 

They walked in silence as both of them mused over it. 

"I think," Henry said eventually, “that Alex wouldn't have given it to us 
without being completely certain it was the right code. And Alex would 
know if Aaron was lying.” 

"Lets hope so," Gunnar said grimly. “But Alex has been wrong about 
Aaron before. His heart gets in the way sometimes.” 

Henry glanced at his father. Gunnar had never before confided in Henry 
about what he knew about the inner workings of Quill and Artimé, nor had 
he ever spoken so candidly about Alex and Aaron. Henry was nearly as tall 
as his father now, he realized as they walked. Perhaps his father was 
beginning to treat him like a grown-up as he did with Lani. He straightened 
his back and lifted his chin and waited to see if his father would say 
anything else. 

Eventually, Gunnar did. “It's a wonderful trait to have, certainly. But for a 
leader it can be fatal.” 

"What trait?” asked Henry. 

"Having a kind heart, like Alex. It gets in his way. Like with the 
assassination attempt.” 

"Do you think Alex should have let Lani kill her?” 

Gunnar closed his eyes briefly. “That's not an easy question to answer 
when the subject is your child. No father ever wants to see his child have to 
kill someone and then live through the emotional consequences of that.” 

“But Gondoleery is so evil," Henry said softly, not wanting to be 
overheard in the middle of Quill. "I can understand it if she had some good 
quality inside her, but...” 


"I think its more complicated than that," Gunnar said. “If Gondoleery 
were seriously wounded and someone brought her into our hospital ward, 
would you ignore her? Would you let her suffer and hope for her to die 
because she's irredeemably evil?” 

Henry pondered that for a long time. He knew for sure he wouldn't give 
Gondoleery any seaweed. But beyond that, it was too hard to know what 
he'd do in that situation. Was he obligated to try to heal all people no 
matter what their allegiance was? He didn't have an answer. 

Soon they reached the Ancients Sector, and Henry turned his thoughts 
to the current task. They stood outside the door to the reporting office, 
looked at one another, silently going over the plan. Henry nodded when he 
was ready. Gunnar opened the door and stepped inside. 

The attendant looked up. For a moment she seemed afraid, but then she 
hid her fear as the people of Quill were supposed to do. 

“Greetings, former High Priest Haluki,” she said formally. 

Gunnar nodded and smiled. “Hello, Zora. This is my son, Henry." 

Zora didn't acknowledge the boy. “Have you both been sent here?” she 
asked. 

"No," Gunnar said. “I've come with a message from the high priest.” He 
didn't bother to mention which high priest. 

Zora's eyes widened. "What is it?” she whispered. 

"You must release the Ancients to my care at once,” Haluki said with 
authority. “All of them. Immediately." 

The worker blinked and didn't respond for a long moment, and while her 
face remained bland, Henry could see the fear in her eyes. 

Finally Zora spoke in a shaky voice. “And of course you have proof that 
this command is legitimate?” 

Gunnar smiled disarmingly. “Of course.” 

"Well?" 

Gunnar leaned toward her and whispered, “In the name of Quill, and 
upon your life, mine, and the life of the high priest herself . . . it shall be 
done.” He stood up straight. 

Zora stepped back, no longer able to hide her horror. She put her hand 
out, pointing at Gunnar, her finger shaking. “That's not it," she whispered, 
her face going pale. She shook her head rapidly. “She changed it. That's not 
it anymore.” She looked around rapidly. “Guards!” she shouted. “Guards!” 


Gunnar turned swiftly to Henry. “Now,” he said quietly. 

Henry's face was awash with fear. He grabbed a freeze component and 
sent it soaring at Zora, freezing her in place before she could shout again. 

“Of course Gondoleery changed it," Gunnar muttered. "We should have 
expected that.” 

Henry stood poised, watching behind the table for the guards to come. 
Instead two of them burst through the door behind him and grabbed 
Gunnar. Henry whirled around and threw scatterclips at the two guards, 
sending them flying back against the wall. Henry cast a blinding highlighter 
at each, then clay shackles, expertly avoiding hitting his father with any of 
the spells. 

“Behind you!” Gunnar cried as he struggled to untangle himself from the 
guards’ shackled limbs. 

Henry spun around as three more guards came through a door behind 
the attendant. He shot off a backward bobbly head, a pincushion, a handful 
of scatterclips, and a fleet of fire-breathing origami dragons, which turned 
the room into chaos. 

“Come on!" Henry cried, reaching out to help his dad. The two weaved 
around the disoriented guards through the back door, Henry armed and 
ready to take out anybody else who wished to stop them. 

"This way,” Gunnar said, taking the lead. He headed toward a 
community room where old people stood or sat aimlessly, all tethered with 
rusty chains to spikes on the wall. 

"They chain them down?" Henry cried. “What a horrible thing to do.” As 
he froze the attendants in the room and looked around for a key that would 
unlock the chains around the Ancients’ ankles, Henry thought about 
Ishibashi and Ito and Sato, and how all of them would be in here chained to 
the wall if they lived in Quill. It made him furious. 

Gunnar stripped the key from a guard's belt and began to unlock the 
Ancients. 

"Is this it? Is our time up?” one after another said fearfully. 

Henry soon realized they thought they were being brought to the sleep 
chamber. 

"No," he said. “Oh dear, no. Not at all! We're here to free you. Do you 
recognize former High Priest Haluki?” 


A few of them stared at the man, and looks of recognition crossed their 
faces. They nodded. 

“Everyone,” Henry said, “please listen for a moment." 

The bewildered Ancients settled down. 

Henry turned toward his father. “We've only got a few minutes before 
the spells start wearing off,” he said quietly. 

“Go back and make them permanent,” Gunnar said. “We'll release them 
once we've got everybody out.” 

Henry nodded and took off to the main entrance as Gunnar spoke to the 
Ancients. 

"Friends," he said, “I've come from Artimé to release you and ask you to 
help us. We must be very stealthy, and Gondoleery must not hear of this, or 
we will all be doomed. Do you understand?” 

The Ancients nodded. “Clear as day," one of them remarked. “Though 
we're already doomed, so nothing really changes.” 

"True," Haluki said. “But everyone here knows that you do not deserve to 
die just because you're old. You are all valuable. Before dawn we'll give you 
your freedom whether you choose to help us or not.” 

“Help you do what?” asked one Ancient, rubbing her ankle where the 
shackle had been. The Ancients were more vocal than ordinary Quillens, 
perhaps because they realized they had nothing to lose. 

"We're going to overthrow Gondoleery Rattrapp.” 

The Ancients stared. 

Gunnar stared back, trying to gauge their reaction. 

The Ancients turned and looked at each other. 

Gunnar watched them. 

A few of the Ancients began to turn the wrinkled corners of their mouths 
upward into a smile. Others did the same. 

Gunnar felt encouraged to continue. “Will you help us?” he asked as 
Henry returned. 

The Ancients erupted in a wild cheer. Some began dancing around the 
room, others whooping and laughing. 

"I think that's a yes,” Henry said, sidling up to his father. 

Gunnar nodded and put his hand on his son's shoulder. “I think you're 
right. Now, let's get this army organized.” 
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The Plan Comes Together 


When the white boat and its occupants arrived in Artimé’s lagoon after dark, 
there was no fanfare to greet them. Alex wanted it that way—he'd get 
everyone inside and settled so they could have a little rest before their early 
morning. Alex, Aaron, Sky, Kaylee, and Charlie said good night to Spike 
and waded to shore. They slipped inside the front door, finding Simber and 
Florence awaiting their arrival. 

Alex quickly introduced Kaylee, who was speechless at the sight of the 
two living statues, and then Sky and Kaylee left to get a room assignment 
for the new resident. They agreed to meet everyone in a few hours, when it 
was time to head into Quill. 

Charlie wandered off to find Matilda. Alex motioned for Aaron, Simber, 
and Florence to follow him to his office, where they could meet in private 
and catch up on things. 

In Alex's office, Simber eyed Aaron warily, but didn’t ask him any 
questions. Aaron ignored the stone cheetah as much as he could. 

Florence began, reporting to Alex that six small groups of Unwanteds 
had gone out to Quill to spread the message to the Necessaries. The groups 
were led by Mr. Appleblossom, Sean, Claire, Carina, Samheed, and Lani, 
and all but Carina's group, which had to travel the farthest, had returned so 
far. The leaders reported that the Necessaries seemed scared, and none gave 
any indication of whether they would show up in the morning, which 
Florence found to be deeply troubling. 

"Thats normal for them,” Aaron explained. “They won't commit. 
Remember, an infraction like that could mean being sent to the Ancients 


Sector. They're not going to say anything ahead of time. I don't think you 
have to worry about them showing up. Some of them, anyway. Enough.” 

Florence watched Aaron carefully. “We'll see," she said. 

Aaron, who very much wanted to retort, “Yes, you will,” instead held his 
tongue and took a deep breath in and out, remembering Ishibashi. He 
couldn't disappoint the man. He must show respect in order to earn it. He 
knew how this worked now. 

"Do we have the Necessaries’ food ready?” asked Alex. 

"The chefs—and yourrr sisterrrs, | prrresume—packed everrrything up,” 
said Simber. “It's on the lawn, rrready to go.” 

Alex turned to Aaron. “What do you think about Simber and Florence 
being there at the amphitheater? Too scary?” 

"Way too scary,” Aaron said. “Why do you think more Necessaries aren't 
already living in Artimé?” He glanced at Florence and Simber. “Sorry.” 

Florence blinked, clearly puzzled by the new Aaron even though Alex 
had tried to warn them through Charlie. 

"I don't like this arrrangement,” Simber growled. “If Aarrron is bluffing 
and plans to turrrn on us, he could take his chance then.” 

Aaron looked up at the ceiling and sighed, but he kept quiet and let Alex 
talk. 

"We'll take Charlie with us," Alex said. “He's small enough not to look 
threatening. He can relay everything thats happening to you through 
Matilda. You can be close by, but stay out of sight. If anything happens, 
youll be right there.” 

Simber regarded Alex and nodded. “All rrright,” he said. 

"I'm fine with that as well,” said Florence, “as long as every Artiméan is 
ready with spells in hand.” 

"We will be,” Alex assured her. “I'll have Clive relay the message to 
everyone.” 

"And," Florence said, "no components for you, Aaron. We'll give you an 
empty vest, which will help protect you a little in case Gondoleery shows 
up.” 

"That's fine,” Aaron said. “There won't be any need for magic at that 
meeting anyway, as long as Gondoleery doesn't find out about it.” 

“Alex, when do you expect to attack Gondoleery?" asked Florence. 


"The longer we wait after the meeting, the better chance she has to find 
out about it,” he replied. 

“And the more time you give the Necessaries to back down or forget,” 
Aaron pointed out. “If we manage to motivate them—and that's a big if—we 
need to strike fast. Give them an hour to bring their food home and talk to 
their loved ones, and then we go.” 

Florence looked down at Aaron. “You seem to have very good ideas,” she 
said. “Why didn't you organize something like this against us when you had 
the chance?” 

Aaron frowned. “My mind was clouded by a lot of other things,” he said. 
“Getting away was the only way for me to see clearly.” 

“And now that you see things morrre clearrrly,” Simber said, “do you 
want to go back to rrrule Quill again?" 

Aaron dared look at the big cat in the eye for the first time. "No, Simber. 
Not in the slightest. If you would send me back to Ishibashi right now, | 
would thank you profusely and go without another thought." 

Simber regarded him. “And yet you came willingly.” 

Aaron nodded. “I did,” he said quietly. “I owe you that.” 

After a long moment, Simber dropped his gaze, seemingly satisfied that 
his own observance had rung true once more—that once a person leaves 
Quill, their mind changes and they see the world differently. He began to 
gnaw at his remaining dewclaw, which had somehow grown a small callous 
near the cuticle. 

Just then there was a noise at the door to Alex's office. Alex and the 
others turned swiftly, finding Claire standing there with a battered-looking 
Carina Holiday. 

"What happened?” Alex cried, standing up and rushing to the door. “Are 
you all right?” 

"Its the sixth group that went into Quill,” Claire said gravely. 
“Gondoleery discovered them. Everyone but Carina is dead.” 
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And Then It Falls Apart 


Even Aaron was ripped apart by the news. Everything became more real 
than ever before. And Aaron felt extremely vulnerable. He was about to go 
into a situation he'd never had to face in the past, with no weapon but a 
dagger and no protection except for a flimsy vest. Gondoleery was killing 
people. Actually killing them herself. He'd known she was doing this 
before, and he'd heard about Sully by now, but to hear it firsthand, to see 
Carina standing there, singed and hurt and without her team... It was 
startling. What remained of the calmness of Ishibashi's world now collapsed 
at Aaron's feet. And then everybody turned to look at him. 

He scrambled to think of what he should say. Clearly they weren't 
looking for him to tell them how sorry he was that it had happened. They 
wanted his thoughts on what to do. What would the Necessaries do if they 
found out this had happened? 

"Did Gondoleery stumble across them on her own, or was she tipped 
off?” Aaron asked Carina. 

"She was in a car leaving a house that was glowing orange,” Carina said. 
"I don't think a Necessary tipped her off. We never expected her to be there 
in the Necessary quadrant. When we saw the car, we ran, but she shot 
fireballs and everybody went down. I—I managed to get away." 

"What do you think we should do?” Alex asked. "Sounds like it was an 
isolated incident. Do we still go to the amphitheater in"—he checked the 
time—'two hours?" If so, there would be no sleep for them tonight. 

"We have to," Aaron said. “I do, anyway—the rest of you can decide for 
yourselves, I guess. Even if Gondoleery knows about the plan, and even if 


the Necessaries get wind of what happened to your scouting group—I need 
to be there. My name was on that promise.” 

Now it was Claire's and Carina's turn to stare. But there was no time to 
talk about it. 

"I won't let you go alone,” Alex said. “I'll be there too. But we have to 
prepare for a fight.” 

"We'll all go as planned," Florence said. “Things aren't going to get better 
by us canceling the meeting in the amphitheater. We'll lose the Necessary 
support for sure if we don't show up.” 

“Plus Gunnar and Henry and the Ancients are counting on us.” Aaron 
looked around at the group as several of them nodded. It was a lot easier 
working with a team of reasonable people rather than plotting everything 
alone and trusting no one. 

Alex turned to Florence. "Do you have any more weapons? We have a 
few nonmagical fighters now. Sky has the sword and Aaron has the dagger. 
Do we have something for Kaylee?” 

"Who?" asked Carina. 

"Kaylee," Claire said. "The girl Alex and the others rescued from the 
island with the gorilla.” 

"Gorillas," Alex corrected. “Seventy of them. But thats a story for a 
different day.” 

"So there really was someone there on that island,” Carina said. “And she 
wants to fight? That's great.” 

"FII check with Siggy and find something for her,” Florence said. 

"All right, then,” Alex said. “Anything else? If not, I'll prepare instructions 
for Clive to send out, and we'll be on our way shortly.” 

The small group had nothing more to add. They dispersed to handle 
their duties. Aaron stayed with Alex, and they went into the mage’'s private 
quarters. "Have a quick nap if you like," said Alex, pointing to his bed. "I 
have a feeling tomorrow's going to be a long day.” He sat at his desk and 
began jotting down notes. 

"Is this what it was like when you were preparing to fight the Quillitary?” 
Aaron asked. 

That battle, and Meghan's death, were still very fresh, and Alex had often 
wondered if he'd gotten home sooner, would he have been able to prevent 


its terrible toll on Artimé? “No. It's nothing like that,” Alex said sharply. He 
didn't explain. 

Aaron got the hint and didn't press it. He sat down on Alex's bed. He'd 
never really thought about how it would feel to be among those who were 
attacked. Closing his eyes, Aaron wondered if Alex missed Meghan like he 
missed Secretary. If so, it must have left a wound in Alex's heart that ached 
terribly whenever he thought about her. And in a strange way it fired him 
up when he thought about destroying Gondoleery. She was killing people 
without warning, for no good reason, and causing pain to all the people 
who knew the dead. She had to be stopped. 

Aaron lay down, but he couldn't sleep, so he looked at all of Alex's 
artwork that adorned the walls and ceiling, while Alex composed his 
assignments. With an hour to go before the planned meeting time in Quill, 
Alex called Clive. 

Clive pressed his face out of the blackboard. He didn't say anything, but 
his pout made Alex wince. 

"What's wrong, Clive?” Alex asked, but he knew the answer. 

"You didn't tell me you were leaving.” 

"I know—it was a terrible oversight. I'm sorry.” 

"I didn't get a chance to tell you not to die. What if you had died?” 

Alex tried to be patient, but he was running out of time. “You're right. I'm 
sorry. Now, though, I have a very important job for you.” 

"You're just going to dismiss it?” Clive asked. "Don't you care about the 
eternal guilt I'd feel if you bad died?" 

"Ah, but I didn't. So here's your chance to say it again since we'll be 
going into the most difficult battle we've ever faced. Are you ready to take 
down the instructions?” He shook the paper he'd written on for emphasis. 

"Maybe I don't want to say it anymore,” Clive said. 

Aaron watched from the bed, fascinated. 

Alex felt the heat rising to his face. "Clive," he said in a dead serious 
voice, "you have one second to accept this job or youre fired and Stuart is 
taking your place.” 

"Okay!" Clive said. "I was just joking around, sheesh. Whatcha got for 
me?” 

Alex gave him the orders through clenched teeth. Clive became much 
more subdued when he heard what the assignment was. When Alex 


finished, Clive repeated it back to him, and then Alex gave the final okay. 

He turned away from Clive and loaded components from the supply in 
his dresser into his vest, then slipped a robe on over his clothes. 

Soon Alex had his robe pockets packed full of spells too. He pulled a 
fresh component vest from his closet for Aaron, completely empty, and 
Aaron put the dagger belt back on. The twins were easily distinguishable for 
the sake of any Artiméans who might not yet trust Aaron. 

"Are you ready?” Alex asked his brother. 

"I am," said Aaron, and the two exchanged a look of trust for the first 
time in many years. He held out his hand to Alex, and Alex shook it. 

From behind them, Clive cleared his voice. “Don't die," he said meekly. 

Alex looked at the blackboard. “I might, just to spite you,” he said. “Now 
shove off.” He turned away and motioned to Aaron. “Let's go. It's time to 
assemble on the lawn.” 





To the Amphitheater 


It was dark as pitch. Alex and Aaron stood outside the mansion waiting for 


everyone to assemble. Sky and Kaylee arrived first, followed by Lani and 
Samheed. The latter two eyed Aaron steadily, trying to read his face in the 
light of Alex's highlighter. 

Aaron had attempted to prepare himself for this moment, but it came 
very quickly. He dropped his gaze to avoid the stares, but kept his chin up 
and his jaw set. They had asked him here. There was nothing about his 
presence that he needed to apologize for. That didn't stop him from 
sweating, though. 

He recited Ishibashi's lessons in his head. Be your own strong. To gain respect, 
one must first offer it. Time would prove to them what Aaron's inner applecorn 
tasted like. He didn’t need to feel shame or fear among these people. His 
presence was his apology. 

Simber and Florence joined the front ranks. They'd walk with Alex and 
the others until the larger group turned off to go to the Commons of Quill, 
and then they'd keep watch for Gondoleery on the road from the palace. If 


she showed her face, Simber and Florence wouldn't hesitate to take her 
down. 

Florence pulled Kaylee aside and spoke to her in a low voice about 
weapons, listing the options for the girl. Kaylee listened and chose, and 
Florence pulled a fencing sword from her quiver and handed it to the girl. 
"This is from Mr. Appleblossom's prop closet. Its real, and its deadly. 
Choose wisely when you wish to use it. Did Sky explain what we're up 
against?’ 

"Yes," Kaylee said. “I understand, and I'm ready. I took two years of 
fencing at the club.” 

Florence looked puzzled, but there was no time to ask questions. Kaylee 
expertly tossed the sword by the hilt from one hand to the other, then slid 
the blade into her belt. 

Simber seemed more anxious and showed more concern than usual. He 
paced on the lawn as the people of Artimé who chose to fight assembled. 

Alex watched the cat, troubled. “What is it?” he whispered when he 
passed. 

Simber stopped by Alex's side and looked at the mage. “Whateverrr 
happens, you must keep going,” he said. “I believe in you. You arrre an 
excellent rrruler. You have what it takes to lead Arrrtimé to victorrry and 
peace. And you have brrrought this worrrld back frrrom nothing on yourrr 
own beforrre. If you have to do it again, have no fearrr. You will succeed.” 

Alex's eyes grew wide, and his heart nearly stopped. “What are you 
saying?” he asked. “Artimé won't disappear. If it does, it's because I've been 
killed, and Claire and Lani and Sky all know the spell to bring it back. 
There's even an extra robe in the gray shack—I put it there some time 
ago... . It's important for the spell, you see. . . ." He faltered. It dawned on 
him that Simber wasn't talking about Artimé disappearing. He was talking 
about Alex having to inspire his people without his leaders there to advise 
him. He was talking about just in case. Just in case every one of us is destroyed or 
killed. 

"It won't happen,” Alex declared. "She can't destroy you.” 

Simber only looked at him. “Neverrr forrrget. No one is invincible.” He 
sampled the air. "Send the seek spell the second you sense trrrouble.” 

"I will," said Alex. Simber was making him really nervous. 


“And you, Aaron,” Simber said, loud enough for many of the Artiméans 
to hear, “will be prrrotected as long as yourrr allegiance to Arrrtimé 
rrremains clearrr. We thank you forrr helping us.” 

Aaron looked up at the beast and nodded. “Thank you," he whispered. 

Alex held up his highlighter, and Florence raised hers as well to get the 
attention of everyone on the lawn. 

"Friends!" Alex shouted. “Thank you for your sacrifice for Artimé. Do you 
all have your water flasks and dust guards?" 

The people nodded, some of them lifting stretchy tubular cloths in the 
air, which they'd wear over their faces to protect them from the dust squalls. 

"Good," said Alex. “We'll arrive at the amphitheater and provide light and 
support for the Necessaries, so they will see they are not alone. Aaron will 
speak to them, asking them to join us, and if he is successful, we'll march to 
the palace and surround it. We'll give the guards and drivers a choice to join 
us or be frozen, and we'll swarm the entrances. You've all seen the diagram 
of the palace that Gunnar Haluki sketched for us, so you won't be entering 
blindly. 

“Most important of all," Alex continued, “we'll provide the Necessaries 
with weapons, but they cannot compete against Gondoleery's magic. So we 
must protect them at all costs." 

As his solemn words rang out over the silent crowd, one by one the 
Artiméans lifted their fists to their chests and tapped them to declare their 
solidarity with their leader. “We are with you, Alex!” they called out, until 
the air was filled. 

Aaron swallowed hard as he watched his brother command this 
dedicated group of people. He felt a deep longing for what Alex had—so 
much respect and so much support. Aaron had almost felt that once, with 
the Restorers, but it hadn't lasted. Now he could see why Artimé remained 
strong and won battle after battle. It was their hearts that kept them in it. 
Their passion. 

Aaron felt his anxiety increasing. How was he supposed to convince the 
Necessaries to embody that same passion when they were lifeless inside? He 
was starting from a much more difficult place. And if he failed to convince 
them, would Simber think he hadn't tried hard enough, and that his 
allegiance wasn't clear? Would he have to worry about Simber killing him 
too? 


Before he could ponder further, everyone began moving, and Aaron was 
pushed along with the crowd, following Alex. As they passed through the 
magical barrier into the ugly, dust-stormy world of Quill, and the Artiméans 
raised their dust masks to cover their noses and mouths, Aaron glanced back 
toward the jungle and felt a sudden desire to be there with a growling rock 
and a screaming panther, where he felt comfortable. If he stole away, would 
the Artiméans kill him? The temptation was real, but fleeting. He marched 
onward. 

The giant crowd moved quietly down the road with their boxes of fruit 
and nuts and weapons in tow. Carina and a few others toted healers’ kits as 
well. Everyone's clothing gathered dust from the storm as they moved. No 
one spoke. No one tried to override Alex's plan. And Alex was confident, 
walking between Florence and Simber with his head high. 

Aaron took it all in. He found Sky and Kaylee and fell in step with them. 
He felt most comfortable with them—the two who hadn't known him 
before. 

Sky gave him an encouraging smile. “Just think,” she said, “if nobody 
shows up, you won't have to do a speech at all.” 

Aaron didn't smile. For a moment he selfishly hoped that it would 
happen. But then he thought about Gondoleery, and he knew that it would 
be the worst possible result. 

As planned, when they reached the path to the amphitheater, Florence 
and Simber stepped aside. Alex turned down the path and continued 
leading the group. He glanced over his shoulder, squinting at the two 
statues, trying to get one last glimpse of their faces before they were 
swallowed by darkness and dust. Alex paused to salute them as he led the 
people. Florence saluted back, and Simber lifted his head like a king. 

Soon Alex and his people arrived in the very center of Quill. Sean and 
Claire led the Artiméans to spread themselves around the giant half circle in 
an organized manner, while Aaron and Alex stepped up on the platform. 

Aaron was lost, forced into this spotlight again. He walked slowly to the 
old, familiar podium and stood behind it. He placed his hands on the 
rotting wood and closed his eyes, remembering the times he'd stood here 
before. It was painful to stand here now. Tears sprang to his eyes for no 
apparent reason .. . and then because there was one. He was here to play a 


role—the role of the old Aaron Stowe. To be a phony. A fake. To lie to the 
people who had trusted him enough to risk their lives and come here. 

There had been a time when he wouldn't have thought twice about it. 
But now... 

"I don't know if I can do this," he muttered. 

At his side, Alex either didn't hear or chose not to react. Aaron wasn't 
sure. The former high priest dug his elbows into the podium and held his 
head in his hands as the world began to spin. Jumbled thoughts and 
confusing phrases twisted together in his mind as the mantras of Quill 
collided with the proverbial phrases of Ishibashi. 

"I think I'm going to be sick,” Aaron whispered. 

Alex put a hand on his brother's back. "No, you're not,” he said. “Because 
look over there. Your people are coming.” 





The Hour Before Dawn 


From the direction of the Ancients Sector, Gunnar and Henry Haluki were 
the first to arrive in the Commons with upwards of twenty elderly Quillens. 
The Ancients stood proud as they accepted the weapons offered, and their 
eyes widened at the sight of the sacks of food they were given. Some began 
eating right away, and others held their goods close while studying the 
strange lights and the Artiméans who held them. They didn't seem 
particularly fearful, having been swept away from certain death. They were 
almost animated. Almost. 

From the other direction a small group approached slowly. The 
Artiméans gave them plenty of room to get by and make their way to the 
huge pile of crates in the center. Wordlessly they accepted the food first, 
and then, more tentatively, the weapons. They seemed confused about the 
weapons, but they took them without question. 

"I count thirty-one so far,” Alex said to Aaron, who was still leaning over 
the podium, face hidden by his hands. 

Aaron didn't respond. He could feel his stomach churning. The pressure 
was intense. 

"Three more people just stepped into the lighted area,” Alex reported. 
He strained to see in the darkness beyond the amphitheater. “Good night!” 
he said. "They're coming. Hordes of them. Aaron, look! The place is filling 


up! 


M 


There was no way to turn back. Aaron tried to breathe through his cold 
sweat and nausea, and finally convinced himself he was going to be fine. He 


looked up and saw the faces of more than a hundred Necessaries peering up 
at him, with more Necessaries streaming into the amphitheater from all 
directions. 

When the people saw Aaron lift his head, a murmur arose. “It's true,” they 
said. “He's here!" 

Finally, even though there were still Necessaries arriving and collecting 
their promised food, Alex put his hand on Aaron's shoulder. “We need to get 
started," he whispered. 

Aaron nodded. Be your own strong. He wiped his hands on his pants, 
located Kaylee and Sky in the audience, and put on the face of the old 
Aaron. Then he took a deep breath and began. 

“People of Quill," he said, his voice shaking slightly. The murmuring in 
the amphitheater quieted. "People of Quill," Aaron said again, “thank you 
for coming here. You've risked your lives for me. I cannot thank you 
enough.” He frowned as Necessaries looked around uneasily, and realized 
he didn't sound anything like the old Aaron. He needed to stop thanking 
them. 

“People of Quill," he said again, harsher this time, "I have heard about 
your troubles with the new High Priest Gondoleery, and I've returned 
because you need my help to survive. She may have told you I was dead, 
but I am alive and well, as you can see. | was kidnapped by pirates because 
they were threatened by Quill's strength and dominance in the world. And 
my brother, Alex, the mage of Artimé, and some of his people risked their 
lives to save me. We owe them a debt. And we owe ourselves one too.” 

The Necessaries looked lost and shifted uncomfortably. 

Claire Morning and Gunnar Haluki frowned and exchanged glances. 

Aaron's mind raced. He'd done better that time, but then strayed too far 
from the old Aaron again at the end. He had to pull the Necessaries back in. 
He continued. “In your hands is the food I promised. There will be much 
more food available to all the Necessaries once we destroy the High Priest 
Gondoleery.” 

A new murmur arose, and Aaron allowed it, giving himself time to gather 
his wits. He had to keep things simple. A dirty gust of wind rattled the 
podium, and Aaron coughed to clear the dust from his throat. 

“You have been given weapons,” he said. “These are to be used to defend 
yourselves against Gondoleery and anyone who tries to help her. Once we 


have done away with her, you will have access to the Favored Farm 
whenever you want. Do you understand?" 

This, apparently, was something all the Necessaries understood. The 
murmur grew, and Aaron didn't stop it. He had them, just barely. It had to 
be enough. When the crowd quieted, he said, “Good. You have one hour to 
bring your goods home and return with your weapons. Do not go to work. 
Come straight here, and we will travel together to seize the palace. Go 
quickly now!" 

The Necessaries looked at one another, waiting to see if anyone was 
going to do what Aaron said to do. Finally a few began to walk uncertainly 
toward home, and then others started to follow. 

“Hurry!” Aaron called out, silently begging them to obey. 

As Necessaries began to scurry toward their homes with their goods, 
Aaron relaxed a little, relieved to be finished. He'd done the best he could. 

But in the audience, Samheed turned sharply toward a cluster of people 
who hadn't moved. He leaned toward Lani and whispered a question. She 
looked where he pointed. Her eyes widened and she nodded. 

"Stop! Everyone stop!” Samheed cried. “Alex, she's here! Gondoleery’s 
here! Attack or take cover!" 

Alex spotted the cluster. As he ran to the front of the stage, it dawned on 
him that the people surrounding the evil woman must be her new 
protection unit made up of university students. And there were more 
swarming toward her, surrounding her, and brandishing the weapons the 
Artiméans had given them. 

Ob no! Alex thought. He waved his arms wildly to gain control of the 
crowd and repeated Samheed's words, shouting over the uproar. 

Lani pulled components from her vest and split away from Samheed, 
trying to get to a spot where she could take the high priest down. Carina, 
Sean, and others followed her lead. 

All around, people dove to the ground as a woman in the middle of the 
pack threw her dust veil back, revealing the evil Gondoleery. A fireball burst 
from her fingers and hit Samheed in the chest, throwing him to the dirt. 
And then she turned toward Aaron. 

“How dare you,” she sneered, and sent a bevy of fireballs toward him. 
Aaron ducked behind the podium as the fireballs thwapped against it. 


Alex shot off a round of scatterclips, catching a few of Gondoleery’s 
guards and sending them flying backward into the night, but he couldn't get 
a good shot at Gondoleery behind her layers of protection. She turned her 
focus on him and shot several spears of ice from her fingertips. 

The head mage dodged and dove toward the back of the stage and 
leaped off, hitting the dirt behind it as the ice sailed over his head. Once 
protected from Gondoleery’s attack, he dug frantically in his pocket for 
Simber's dewclaw. When he found it, he held it tightly, closed his eyes, and 
whispered, “Seek.” 

A glowing orb shot out from Alex's hand and disappeared in the storm, 
heading to the road where Simber and Florence were stationed. As soon as 
he saw the seek spell was successfully launched, Alex grabbed a handful of 
heart attack spells and crept around the side of the stage, clearing the dust 
from his eyes and trying to assess the situation. 

In the amphitheater, more fake Necessaries in the audience revealed 
themselves as Gondoleery's palace guards. They surrounded her as well, 
forming several additional rings of protection around her while still 
allowing her to shoot ice spears and fireballs over their heads and between 
their bodies. 

Gondoleery uttered a chant, and the blowing dust grew stronger. As 
Artiméans everywhere began flinging spells, Gondoleery and her people 
dodged them. The Unwanteds’ accuracy was off because of the dust, which 
only made the high priest cackle. Just a few of her guards had been taken 
down so far. 

Gondoleery scanned the stage, trying to find the one person she knew 
she had to kill in order to stop the Artiméans’ magic from working, but she 
no longer saw him. And then her eyes alighted on the podium again, behind 
which she knew Aaron was still hiding. She slammed a dozen fireballs at it, 
and finally the old dried-up piece of wood caught fire. The strong wind 
fanned the flames. 

“Get down here!" Alex shouted to Aaron. He jumped onstage and nearly 
tackled his brother, pulling him off the back to give him the protection of 
the structure. “What is this, your first battle?” 

“Pretty much,” Aaron said, feeling completely out of his element. He 
scrambled to his feet. 


Alex stayed low and grabbed his brother's arm. “Come on. Stay 
protected. Follow me!” 

The Necessaries and Ancients who'd remained in the Commons were 
running everywhere, disoriented and useless, and often getting caught in 
the crossfire. In the midst of the confusion, Simber swooped in overhead 
with a tremendous roar, causing the Necessaries and Ancients to run away 
in fright. Aaron watched helplessly as his entire recruiting plan backfired, 
leaving him the sole Quillen to fight with the Artiméans. 

Lani, Sean, and Carina had managed to put out the fire on Samheed's 
chest, and he was back on his feet, a bit singed but saved by the extra 
protection from the vest. They took cover behind the rows of seats that 
made up the curve of the amphitheater, as did the other Artiméans who 
were still standing and able to fight. Alex and Aaron stumbled across Henry, 
gripping his side where an ice dagger had glanced off him, and they 
dragged the boy to safety so he could get bandaged up. 

Not long after Simber's appearance, Florence came thundering in. 
Gondoleery turned all her attention on the warrior, and Florence took the 
brunt of Gondoleery’s fireballs for several seconds as she tried to weave 
through the throngs of hysterical, retreating Necessaries. Gondoleery soon 
discovered that her magic had no effect on Florence, but during the time 
she'd spent firing spells at the warrior, Sean, Carina, Samheed, and Lani had 
managed to take down several of her guards. 

As Florence took on a handful of university students while trying to get 
to Gondoleery, Simber dove down from overhead in an attempt to grab the 
old woman. But she turned her weapons on the cat, sending a stream of ice 
spears at his underbelly. They clinked off him and dropped back to the 
ground, several pieces striking one of her guards and impaling him. 

Gondoleery switched to fireballs. Simber dipped his wings and curved 
sharply, the fireballs missing him and being carried by the squalls into the 
Necessary quadrant nearby. Smoke added to the dust in the air, which made 
the visibility even poorer. 

With her ranks thinning, Gondoleery paused in her firing and shouted 
something to her remaining protection crew. They lifted their rusty 
weapons and began to slice through the crowd of advancing Artiméans, 
traveling as a unit and heading toward the road in the direction of the 
palace. 


Sean and Carina, anticipating Gondoleery's move, had slipped ahead to 
find barriers to hide behind. They reloaded their components, and once 
Gondoleery's pack came into striking distance, they began pelting her 
guards with heart attack spells, trying to cut deep enough into the layers of 
protection around the high priest to enable them to get to the woman 
herself. 

With guards falling all around her, Gondoleery didn't seem to be 
bothered. She sent a dozen ice spears at a group of hidden Unwanteds, 
aiming for their arms so they wouldn't be able to throw their components, 
and she hit her mark. 

The crowd scattered as Gondoleery began attacking anyone in the way, 
and soon she and her protectors were moving swiftly through the quadrant. 
Florence, who kept having to dodge guards swinging sharp objects, grabbed 
her bow and nocked an arrow so she could take a single deadly shot if 
presented with the opportunity. But Gondoleery was clever and kept 
moving constantly, avoiding spells cast her way and keeping a tall guard 
between her and the towering ebony warrior at all times. To her great 
frustration, Florence never had a clear shot. 

By the time Gondoleery and her thinning ranks reached the road, Alex 
understood why she had decided to move in that direction. Stationed there, 
with a fleet of Quillitary vehicles, was Governor Strang and the new 
Wanted Quillitary recruits. With horns honking, engines revving, and a 
whole new battalion of guards running toward Gondoleery to fill in the 
holes in her human shield left by the fallen, Gondoleery's company took on 
renewed strength. Things began looking bleak for Artimé. 

“Everybody take cover!” Alex cried, Aaron at his side. “Regroup! Reload!" 

Simber flew over their path carrying wounded Artiméans and depositing 
them in a safe spot for Claire and Henry to attend to, seeking but not 
finding any opportunity to pluck the high priest from the ground. 

Seeing Gondoleery’'s reinforcements arriving, Florence thundered out to 
the road to try to weave her way into the inner circle of human armor 
before it closed up again. As she ran, Governor Strang shouted a command, 
and suddenly a swarm of vehicles peeled out on the loose gravel road and 
charged toward the ebony statue. 

"Florence, look out!" Lani cried. But it was too late. 


The vehicles rammed at the statue's legs, trying to stop her. Florence 
nimbly jumped up and landed on the hood of one, smashing it and cracking 
her foot. She leaped to the next hood, crushing it, and then tried running 
across the tops of all of the vehicles that stood in her way. But the drivers 
began to anticipate her moves, and at the last second, a vehicle she was 
aiming for quickly slammed into reverse. Instead of stepping on the hood, 
Florence landed off balance with a jolt on the ground. Her already cracked 
foot shattered. Her knee buckled, and all her weight slammed down on that 
one point. It cracked and her lower leg broke off, leaving her helpless to 
walk and surrounded by vehicles. 

Simber flew to Florence's side, roaring at the drivers, but they all rolled 
up their windows and were safe inside their vehicles for the moment. 

"I'm fine!" Florence yelled to Simber. “I'm just stuck here. Follow them! I'll 
do what I can to help!” 

Upon overhearing this, the drivers in undamaged vehicles raced around 
Florence to catch up to Gondoleery and her remaining posse of guards, 
while Alex shouted for all spell casters to huddle up if they were able. 

Unwanteds, covered in a layer of dust and shielding their eyes from the 
wind, darted from their hiding places and found Alex. It was a decidedly 
smaller team than what he'd started out with this morning, but it was a 
strong one. 

"We're not giving up!” Alex cried. "I let Gondoleery get away once, and 
I'm not going to let that happen again. I won't stop until she’s dead. Are you 
with me?” 

"We're with you, Alex!" the people of Artimé shouted. 

Take a moment to drink some water, wipe the sand from your eyes, and 
gear up for more,” Alex said. “We need to overtake Gondoleery’'s party and 
reach the palace before her. We must keep her from getting inside. If we can 
stop her... . we have a chance. A good one.” 

“Alex,” Aaron said in a low voice, “there's a shortcut through the Wanted 
quadrant that will take us to the portcullis.” 

"He's right," Samheed said. “I used to take it all the time. We'll be able to 
head Gondoleery off at the gate if we hurry. And we can use invisible steed 
spells.” 

"Let's do it, then," Alex said, fumbling for the proper components and 
casting two invisible steeds, one for him and one for Aaron. “Climb on," he 


said. “Like this." Alex mounted the creature. 

Aaron looked alarmed. But he tentatively reached out, feeling for the 
animal, and climbed on its back. 

"Hold the reins and don't fall off. Samheed, lead the way.” 

Samheed led at a gallop. Alex set off after him and Aaron followed. Sean 
quickly cast two more steed spells for Sky and Kaylee, and the rest of the 
Artiméans came along behind. 

Their steeds ran as fast as their feet could carry them. Alex kept a 
watchful eye on Simber, who was swooping in and out over Gondoleery’s 
head so that Alex and the others would be able to tell where she was. 

"Why doesn't Simber just grab her and destroy her?” Aaron asked, once 
he got used to being on the steed. “Can't he pluck her out of the crowd and 
take her away?" 

Alex shook his head. “I don't know. Some really strange things are 
happening with him. She's obviously doing something to fend him off.” 

Following Samheed, they darted between rows of houses and across 
paths through the Wanted quadrant, and then veered sharply down the row 
of governors’ housing. Occasionally Simber appeared above the roofs of 
houses, following Gondoleery and transporting wounded Artiméans out of 
danger. 

As abruptly as the steeds appeared, the spells wore off, and one by one 
the Artiméans were deposited to the ground. They picked themselves up 
and began running the rest of the way. 

"We're going to beat her there,’ Alex shouted over his shoulder. At 
Haluki's house, they turned and ran up the hill to where the portcullis used 
to stand. Now there was a gaping hole. 

"Forgot... to mention... that," Lani said, breathing hard and pointing 
to the broken gate. "I drove through it when I couldn't find the brake.” 

“Nice,” Samheed said, admiring it. “We can use the gates as shields. What 
do you say, Al?” 

“Excellent,” Alex replied. Breathless, everyone searched the sides of the 
road, grabbing whatever bits and pieces of the portcullis they could find. 
They stacked the pieces up in the road, creating a barricade in front of 
them. And then they lined up, stretching all the way across the road behind 
the barricade, and looked down the hill at Gondoleery's approaching party. 


Simber, seeing the Artiméans in the road, realized they could be run 
down by the Quillitary. He paused in his care of the wounded and began 
diving down and smashing one vehicle after another, rendering them 
useless. When the drivers got out of their smashed cars and tried to run to 
surround Gondoleery, Simber picked them up in his claws and flew them 
out over the sea, dropping them in. 

“Her ranks are thinning,” Alex shouted to his comrades, who were all 
singed and filthy from mingled dust and sweat. “Arm yourselves, friends. 
Whether we live or die, this is the moment that defines us all.” 

The Artiméans pulled out their best spells. Samheed put up glass walls in 
front of the barricade, leaving room between for spells to be cast. Sky drew 
her sword, and Kaylee drew hers. 

"We'll fire all at once,” Alex said as more straggling Artiméans arrived to 
make a second line behind them. "We fight to end the fight. Give it your all. 
Wait for my signal.” 

Aaron unsheathed his dagger and looked at it. He'd have to throw it to 
do any good, and that would leave him weaponless. He would have to 
choose the right moment to use it. 

Alex glanced at him. The Artiméans wouldn't have had these extra 
moments to prepare if it hadn't been for Aaron. And they had a better 
chance to take Gondoleery out with every Unwanted that arrived before 
she reached them. Alex pressed his lips together in a firm line, then reached 
inside his robe to his component vest. He pulled out a handful of heart 
attack spells and shoved them at Aaron. “Here,” he said. 

Surprised, Aaron fumbled the components, dropping some on the 
ground. He hurried to pick them up. “Are you sure?” 

Alex pointed at the dagger. “What's that bitty thing going to do against 
Gondoleery’s fireballs and ice spears? It's not fair for you to be standing 
here, risking your life, practically unarmed against her. I'll take 
responsibility for your actions,” Alex said. “So don't mess up. You know the 
verbal component?” 

"I —I—yeah, of course.” Aaron held the heart attack spells in his hand 
and stared at them, remembering the last time he'd used them—to subdue 
Panther after she killed Eva. And he remembered the time before that, when 
he'd killed Mr. Today. Red and heart shaped, and so beautiful in flight with 
their feathered wings . . . yet they were deadly, and they'd caused Aaron so 


much pain and shame. He hated the sight of them. He couldn't stand 
holding them. 

"No, thanks," Aaron said forcefully, shoving the components back at 
Alex. “I'd rather take my chances with the dagger.” 

Surprised, Alex let him pour the components back into his hand. There 
was no time to argue. Gondoleery was approaching. And she could see 
them. 

“Everyone ready?” Alex whispered. 

"Ready," they said softly. 

"All together now, aim,” Alex said, voice calm and steady, as the high 
priest came within range, “and. . . fire!” 

With shouts of various spells, more than thirty components flew through 
the air at once, striking their targets, and the outside layer of Gondoleery’s 
protection went down. Aaron hung on to his dagger. 

Gondoleery fired back, a round of ice spears shattering the glass shields 
and sending shards flying everywhere. Immediately she followed with a 
round of fireballs, which smacked the barricade, but none penetrated. She 
shouted a command, and a handful of guards rushed forward brandishing 
weapons. 

"We've got them!" Sky yelled to Alex. "Focus on the old hag!" She and 
Kaylee rushed around the barricade with their swords and attacked the 
approaching guards, backing them off to one side so the Unwanteds could 
cast more spells. 

The Artiméans quickly reloaded and sent off another round at 
Gondoleery, and then a third. 

The guards around Gondoleery toppled to the ground as fireballs and ice 
spears peppered the rusty metal-gate barricade and zipped over the 
Artiméans’ heads. 

"Again!" shouted Alex. “That's the way!” 

The spell casters shouted their spells and sent their next round of 
components flying. When at last Gondoleery’s inner guards had fallen and 
she was exposed, the Unwanteds sent a bevy of spells at her. She ducked 
and dodged, blasting a few Artiméans with ice spears. 

When the next round of spells went out, Gondoleery fell too. 

Everyone stared for a split second, holding their breath and watching the 
woman, before the Artiméans sprang into action, charging around the 


barricade. Simber swooped down. Aaron ran forward, dagger drawn, and 
Alex came right behind him, scatterclips in hand. They approached the pile 
of bodies cautiously, but Alex was nearly certain he'd struck the woman with 
his last heart attack spell. 

Carina stayed back, not trusting any of it, trying desperately to see 
through the dust storm. Reluctantly she crept forward with the others, and 
then she saw something move. “Watch out!” she yelled. “It's a trick!” 

With Alex and Aaron at close range, Gondoleery lifted her arm and 
pointed at Alex. Electric blue flames sparked from her hand in anticipation. 
With a primal cry, Gondoleery sat up and sent giant blue fireballs flying 
from her fingertips. 

"No!" Aaron cried, shoving Alex out of the way. The first flaming blue 
ball flew between them, but the second slammed into Alex's stomach and 
sent him soaring backward, on fire. 

Gondoleery followed Alex with her fingertips, fireballs bursting forth. 
Aaron jumped in the way and took the next two shots, fire exploding on his 
chest and the heat singeing his eyebrows and hair. The impact sent him 
reeling. With a surge of anger, he reared back and launched his dagger at 
the woman. It spun through the air, straight and true, striking her square in 
the chest. She staggered back and fell, and the dust storm immediately 
stopped. But Gondoleery managed to climb to one knee. Simber flew at her. 
She sent fireballs streaming at him. He weaved and dodged them, flying out 
of range to avoid them. 

Aaron rolled on the ground, trying to put out the fire. Keeping his eye 
on Gondoleery, he shouted, “Alex! Are you okay?" 

But Alex didn't answer. 

With Simber out of her way, Gondoleery aimed and fired again. Alex 
took the hit, and his robe shot up in flames. 

Aaron ran to help his brother, but Gondoleery bowled him down with 
another fireball. 

The Artiméans exploded into action. 

Simber bolted from the sky and flew toward Gondoleery. “You . . . 
will... not... win!" the giant cat roared in the high priests face. He dove 
in koni of the boys and spread his wings wide to protect them. With a 
grimace, Gondoleery dug deep inside her soul and poured out a round of 


blue flames, pelting Simber’s chest and enveloping him in fire until she could 
cast no more. 

Engulfed in flames, the giant cat roared a final command to the 
Artiméans: “Save ... yourrr . . . mage!” And then he exploded, lighting up 
the morning sky. Simber's body returned to its original form, the sand from 
which the giant cheetah had been created. As the blue flames turned white, 
then red, and disappeared, the sand fell into a shapeless heap on the road. 

In the instant stillness, the world stopped for a moment and shuddered, 
absorbing the shock of the explosion. Simber was gone. He was nothing. 
All that was left of him was a giant pile of sand, eerily settling in the 
suddenly windless land. 

And then, as Alex lay hurt and unaware, the uninjured of Artimé ran to 
aid their mage, whose robe was covered in flames. Aaron came to his senses, 
found himself smoldering once more, and quickly rolled over to put out the 
fire. He lay there, exhausted and breathing hard, unsure if he could ever get 
up again. 

But then a tiny bit of light caught his eye. On the ground in front of him, 
something silvery glinted in the morning sunshine. Aaron lifted his head 
and struggled to move toward it. With effort he reached out and plucked up 
one of the scatterclips Alex had dropped when he'd been struck. And just as 
everyone else was exclaiming over Simber or Alex, Gondoleery staggered to 
her feet once more, the dagger still stuck in her chest. She raised a shaking 
hand in triumph as tiny sparks spat from her fingers. 

Fury fueled Aaron. With a tremendous cry, he pushed himself to his 
knees. He aimed the scatterclip and threw it at Gondoleery’s face, shouting 
with all the passion he had inside him, “Die a thousand deaths!" 


Ye 
The Pile of Sand 


The scatterclip struck its mark, and Gondoleery fell once more. Forever, this 
time. She landed unceremoniously atop her dead guards. And as suddenly as 
the battle began, it was over. 

Aaron sank to the ground with a whimper, trying to rip the still- 
smoldering vest off his body, and finally succeeding. It had saved his life— 
he was certain of that. 

By now Lani and Samheed had smothered Alex's burning robe to 
extinguish the flames. They tore it off him and doused him with water from 
the flasks they carried, which woke him up quickly. Carina came running 
with her healer’s kit to assist. 

Aaron flung his burned component vest as far as he could, then coughed 
the smoke from his lungs and stood up, dazed. He stared at the giant pile of 
sand that had once been a living statue made by Mr. Today. A statue that 
had saved his life. Simber had said Aaron would be protected, and the beast 
had kept the promise and done it himself—and died doing it. 

"Simber," he whispered. Aaron didn't know what to do. Did Alex know? 
Had he seen it happen? 

With Alex sitting up and talking, people left his side to stare at the 
destruction or assess others’ injuries. Soon Alex heard what had happened. 
He rose to his feet, and with a strangled cry, he staggered over to Simber's 
remains. The mage knelt on the road next to it, almost unable to believe the 
horrible sight. He fell forward, choking and sobbing. "No!" he screamed. 
"This can't happen! Not you! Not you!” 

Everyone around them was in a state of shock and disbelief. Simber, their 
beloved protector, was gone. 


Artimé would never be the same without him. 

The Artiméans mourned together, and then alone, leaving Alex by 
himself next to the pile of sand, not wanting to intrude on the mage's 
intense grief. The young man had lost so many loved ones in his short life. 
It didn't seem fair that Simber had to die too. No one quite knew what to do 
to offer comfort to the brokenhearted leader. 

After a while, Lani and Samheed came and knelt by Alex's side. 

"Al," said Samheed gently, “I'm sorry." He stared at the sand, numb. 

Lani was crying. She hugged Alex for a long moment, but he could 
barely feel anything at all. They sat together, the three of them, while 
Aaron looked on in silence. 

Finally, Samheed got up and sighed wearily. “Stay here if you like, Alex. 
Lani and I will go with Sean and Carina to help Florence get back to 
Artimé. We'll take Sky and Kaylee, too, and as many others as we can find. 
Maybe all together we can lift her. And . . . we'll have to tell her the news 
about Simber.” 

Alex closed his eyes. He nodded numbly. “Thank you.” 

They stayed a minute more, but Alex didn't say anything. Finally they 
embraced Alex, and then Lani took Samheed's arm and they limped off 
together down the hill, with the rest of Artimé following. Aaron stayed with 
Alex. 

The brothers remained next to the sand in the shadow of the vacant 
palace, the smell of smoke and death lingering in the air and choking them. 

"] get it now,” Alex said dully, when all his tears had been cried. "No 
wonder he was so weird about Gondoleery and the fireballs. He knew. He 
knew that fire would destroy him. All this time he knew, and he didn't tell 
me. Why, Simber?” He became insistent. “Why didn't you tell me?” 

But the pile of sand didn't answer. There would be no more answers from 
the wisest cat in the land. 


»» « « 


As Alex lamented hour after hour, Aaron stared at the sand until his sight 
wavered. He closed his eyes and went to the jungle in his mind, all the way 
back to the day he first fixed Panther's tail. When he opened his eyes, he 
stared at the sand some more for a very long time. 


Eventually, Alex got to his knees and pushed his aching body to a 
standing position. “Come on, Aaron,” he said. “I can hardly stand to leave 
him, but I have to help back at home. My people. . .” He faltered. 

Aaron didn't get up. He didn't even hear Alex. Instead, he crawled 
forward, reached out, and picked up a handful of sand. He held it, feeling 
its heartbeat in his hand, then let it slide through his fingers. 

"What are you doing?” Alex said, alarmed. “Don't! Don't touch him. 
It's... it's too soon.” 

The sand was warm. Aaron breathed deeply, picked up another handful 
and closed his eyes. Careful not to disturb the pile, he stood and held the 
sand high, as high as he could reach. He thought about Simber, picturing 
the creature's face and body in his mind. “Be alive," he whispered. “Live.” He 
let go of the sand, and it hung magically in the air, taking the shape of a 
small triangle. Aaron didn't notice. He simply reached down for another 
handful and stood up again. 

“Aaron, please,” Alex said angrily. “What are you—" He stopped short 
when the second handful of sand hung in the air in the shape of another 
triangle. His mouth fell open. “Ears?” he whispered. 

In the air, the ears twitched. 

Alex held his breath, not wanting to make a sound to disturb his brother. 

Aaron paid no attention. Eyes closed, he worked tirelessly, pulling up 
sand by the handfuls and letting it fall and cling to an invisible outline that 
only Aaron could see. Within an hour Simber had a streamlined neck and 
back. The front legs came next, then the rear and the tail, and then the 
expansive wings, spreading wide across the road. 

Aaron worked through the long, hot day, with Alex watching it all, 
completely in awe, until finally Aaron poured the front of Simber's face, 
filling in the cat's great teeth, nose, and jaw. 

When there was only a tiny bit of sand left, Aaron drizzled it over 
Simber's face. It spread out into eyelids and whiskers. And then Aaron stood 
still for a long moment, his hand against the cheetah’s side, feeling the sand 
harden and turn to stone, and the pulse of the beast inside it. 

Aaron opened his eyes and stepped back. 

The cheetah's eyelids fluttered. He rose to his full height and shook 
himself from ears to tail, as if he had just been given a bath he wasn't keen 
on taking. 


"Simber?" breathed Alex. He choked on a sob and ran to the giant cat 
and flung his arms around his neck. “I thought I'd lost you again!” 

The cat looked at Alex with love in his eyes. “And I, you,” he said. And 
then he lifted his head toward Aaron and bowed. “Thank you, Aarrron," he 
said. 

Aaron's lip quivered as he watched them, a tremendous ache swelling 
inside him. He nodded quickly, not trusting himself to speak. 

Alex hung on to Simber, not wanting to let go, while the enormous cat 
began licking his paws, trying to smooth out some of the rougher patches of 
his body that hadn't landed exactly right. 

And then Alex turned to Aaron. He opened his arms wide to his 
exhausted brother and embraced him, whispering the same words over and 
over and over. “Thank you." 

Aaron froze for the briefest moment, and then he relaxed and hugged his 
brother back. “I didn't know I could do that,” he admitted. 

"I'm extremely glad to know you can,” Alex said, wiping his tears away. 

With the brothers having a moment together, Simber went back to what 
Simber did best. He snorted some stray dirt from his nostrils and sampled 
the air, and then stood on his hind legs, peering out over Quill as the sun 
began to set. “Alex,” Simber growled. 

Alex turned. “What is it?” 

“Both of you get on my back. We need to have a look at something.” 

"Before we go... ," Alex began. He scrambled to pull out all of his 
preserve spells that hadn't melted. Quickly he pelted the cat with a layer of 
them, like Mr. Today had done when the cat was first created. When Alex 
was finished, the brothers climbed onto Simber's back, Aaron trying not to 
be sick with fear. 

As soon as the boys were settled, Simber took a running leap over 
Gondoleery's dead body and rose high into the air. And as the sunlight 
weakened, Alex and Aaron could see it. 

"Therrre,” said Simber, pointing. “Smoke, rrrising frrrom the Commons 
and all arrround it.” The enormous cat looked over his shoulder at the two 
exhausted mages. “Quill is on firrre.” 
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Epilogue: One Island Away 


A pirate ship stood in the silent lagoon of Warbler Island, and the pirates 
aboard it didn't have to worry about being shot with sleep darts as they 
rowed in to shore in their fishing boat. Queen Eagala was expecting them. 

The captain with hook hands and his first mate made their way down a 
hole in the ground to a tunnel and weaved through the orange-eyed, thorn- 
necked slaves of the queen. They headed toward her throne room, finding 
her just where they expected to—just where they had found her many times 
in the past when they needed slaves. 

But this time the pirates weren't there with bags full of gold pieces to 
trade for workers. Queen Eagala didn't need any more gold—her people 
had made enough thornaments to last them a lifetime. 

No, Queen Eagala had called the pirates there for a different reason 
entirely. This time she needed their help. 

"Greetings, Captain Baldhead. First Mate Twitch,” she said. She waved at 
the chairs near her throne, inviting the pirates to have a seat. 

They sat. 

"It seems my people have tricked me,” said the queen, pressing her long, 
curling fingernails up to her lips. “And now all of Warblers children are in 
Artimé." She uttered the island's name with a sneer. 

"What's Artimé?” Captain Baldhead asked. 

"Its the fringe group on the south end of Quill," Eagala said. “My 
brother's people.” 

“How did you manage to lose an entire generation?” Twitch asked. 


Queen Eagala leaned forward and snapped at him. “That doesn’t matter. | 
want them back.” 

Captain Baldhead narrowed his eyes at the queen of Warbler. “Why can't 
you go get them?” 

“Because the Artiméans are magical people,” Eagala said. “Much more 
magical than I am. And I need your help.” 

"Magical?" the captain asked. “We already got rid of their leader after he 
destroyed our reverse aquarium. He was weak." 

Twitch looked at the captain. “But, Captain, the bloke we got was on the 
west side of the island, not the south,” he said. 

"Silence!" Baldhead said, striking at the other man with his hook hand 
and leaving a small gash in his cheek. “The whole island is nothing but 
trouble!” 

The first mate sank back and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to 
press against his wound. 

Queen Eagala looked at the captain. “If you've gotten rid of their leader, I 
wont have to pay you as much as | expected to get my children back.” 

Baldhead frowned. “What are you offering?” 

The queen smiled. “I thought you'd never ask.” She got up off the throne. 
"Follow me," she said. She led the pirates down the hallway toward an exit 
and climbed the steps that led outside to the shipyard. 

The pirates followed, and when they emerged from underground, they 
could see the silent Warbler workers putting the finishing touches on an 
enormous new pirate ship. “Designed with you in mind,” Eagala said. 

Baldhead and Twitch stared at the beautiful ship. The captain swallowed 
hard. “That's quite a beauty,” he said. 

Eagala smiled. “Yes, it is. Go have a look inside if you like.” 

The pirates nearly stumbled over their feet trying to get to it. 

The queen waited patiently as they looked around, a smile playing on 
her lips. She knew it was an offer they couldn't refuse. 

When at last the pirates returned, starry-eyed over the ship's elaborate 
design, Queen Eagala folded her hands in front of her. 

"Well, gentlemen,” she said, “are you ready to discuss a plan for the 
complete obliteration of the Island of Quill?” 


Acknowledgments 


Greatest thanks to you, the faithful readers who have picked up this book. 
Some of you started reading at the very beginning in 2011, and others came 
along a bit later, but you are all ridiculously important to me. | have met or 
heard from many of you. You come from all age groups—from beginning 
readers all the way to teens, parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. 
I am absolutely thrilled that this series is reaching across so many 
generations. Thank you for telling your friends and parents and 
grandparents and teachers and librarians and coworkers and children and 
grandchildren about Alex and Aaron and their stories. You are awesome! 

These books wouldn't exist without the hard work of many people. 
Thank you, Michael Bourret, for nine years of wisdom, guidance, and 
friendship. Thank you, Liesa Abrams, for your kindness, expertise, passion, 
and brilliance, and for caring about these books. Thank you, Mara Anastas 
and Mary Marotta, for publishing me and for being so smart and thoughtful 
and diligent for the sake of kids’ books. 

Thank you, Jodie Hockensmith, Carolyn Swerdloff, Matt Pantoliano, 
Teresa Ronquillo, Lucille Rettino, Michelle Leo, Candace McManus, 
Anthony Parisi, and Betsy Bloom, for the long hours you put into 
publicizing, marketing, and introducing my books to the retail, education, 
and library worlds—your work is infinitely valuable, and I appreciate each 
one of you so much. You have done and continue to do tremendous work in 
a multitude of ways. Thank you once again to Lauren Forte—I miss you! 
And thanks to Julie Doebler, especially for the extras in the back of this 
book. 

Thank you to the amazing S&S sales team for placing the Unwanteds 
series into good bookseller hands all around North America, and thank you 
to all the good booksellers for welcoming me into your stores and for 
finding homes for these books with your customers. I am so grateful. 


Thank you to Owen Richardson and Karin Paprocki for the amazing 
Unwanteds artwork and design. I am in love with every cover in this series 
and you keep surprising me with more and more incredible work. 

Readers, I hope you love the Island of Graves as much as | do. 





Author photograph © 2015 by Ryan Nicholson Photography 


Lisa McMann is the New York Times bestselling author of the 


middle-grade dystopian fantasy series The Unwanteds, the YA paranormal 
Wake trilogy, and several other books for kids and teens. She lives with her 
family in the Phoenix area. Check out Lisa's website at LisaMcMann.com, 
learn more about The Unwanteds series at UnwantedsSeries.com, and be 
sure to say hi on Instagram or Twitter (@Lisa_McMann), or on Facebook 
(facebook.com/mcmannfan). 


Aladdin 


SIMON & SCHUSTER, NEW YORK 


Visit us at 
simonandschuster.com/kids 


authors.simonandschuster.com/Lisa-McMann 


Also by Lisa McMann 


DYKK 


The Unwanteds 
Island of Silence 
Island of Fire 
Island of Legends 
Island of Shipwrecks 


DYKK 


FOR OLDER READERS: 
The Wake Trilogy 
Wake 
Fade 
Gone 


DYKK 


The Visions Series 
Crash 
Bang 
Gasp 


DYKK 


Cryers Cross 
Dead to You 


WE HOPE YOU LOVED READING THIS 
EBOOK! 


CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP 


or visit us online to sign up at 


eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/middle 





This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used 
fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author's imagination, and 
any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 


> 
ALADDIN 


An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division 
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020 
www.SimonandSchuster.com 
First Aladdin hardcover edition September 2015 
Text copyright © 2015 by Lisa McMann 
Jacket illustration copyright © 2015 by Owen Richardson 
Island of Dragons cover illustration copyright © 2015 by Owen Richardson 
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. 


ALADDIN is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc., and related logo is a registered trademark of 
Simon & Schuster, Inc. 


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special 
Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com. 


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. 


For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866- 
248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com. 


Jacket designed by Karin Paprocki 
Interior designed by Hilary Zarycky 
The text of this book was set in Truesdell. 
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
McMann, Lisa. 
Island of Graves / by Lisa McMann. 
p. cm. — (The Unwanteds ; book 6) 


Summary: The battles continue for young mage Alex and his friends as they search for Alex's 
abducted evil brother, Aaron. 


[1. Brothers—Fiction. 2. Twins—Fiction. 3. Magic—Fiction. 4. Fantasy. ] I. Title. 
PZ7.M478757Iqk 2015 
[Fic]|—dc23 


2014050311 
ISBN 978-1-4424-9334-6 (hc) 
ISBN 978-1-4424-9336-0 (eBook) 





MANN 


MES BESTSELLING SERIES 


g 


K TI 


ISA M 





L 


-NE W YORK 


a aa 


- 


Ny 


THANKS 


FOR DOWNLOADING THIS EBOOK! 


We have SO many more books for kids in the in-beTWEEN age 
that we’d love to share with you! Sign up for our IN THE 
MIDDLE books newsletter and you’ll receive news about other 
great books, exclusive excerpts, games, author interviews, and 
more! 


CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP 


LISA McMANN 


UN WANIEDS 


Island of Dragons 


ere 


? 





Aladdin 
LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY N 


Contents 
Fire 
The Island of Artimé 
Aaron Longs for Home 
House After House 
Henry Finds a Purpose 
Planning a Journey 
Strange Company 
Talking Dragons 
The Big Map 
Trouble at Sea 
A Close Call 
The Dragon’s ‘Triangle 
Aaron’s Last Secret 
Return to the Island of Legends 
A Clattering Reunion 
A Night Journey 
Pan’s Sobering Predicament 
Magic All Around 
Contemplating Flight 


Old Friends and Traditions 
Preparing to Fly 
Warning Signs and Secret Good-byes 
More Good-byes 
A Brother’s Love 
Ishibashi’s Secret 
Aaron Immortal 
Frantic Preparations 
A Secret Arrangement 


Getting Ready 








When Doubt and Fear Creep In 
A Meeting of the Minds 


One by One, the Warriors (Reprise) 








A Word from a Leader 
The Return of Florence 
The Return of the Catapults 
The Battle Rages On 
As Darkness Falls 
A Watery Grave 
Pirates Ahoy 
The Brunt of the Attack 


Aaron Fights His Battles 
A Solemn Discussion 
When All Is Lost 
One More Try 
The Call of the Wild 
Jungle Unleashed 
Death Be Not Proud 
Chaos Returns 
The Birds 


A Familiar Face 












When All Is Lost (Reprise) 
Some Very Special Guests 
A Short Reprieve 

A Little Help 


So Much to Do 





Facing the Truth 





A Grand Reunion 
Proper Paths 
The End of the End 






Acknowledgments 


a 


“Quests? Series Sneak Peak 


About Lisa McMann 
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islands became real because of you. From 
the depths of my heart, I thank you. 


DEATH BE NOT PROUD 


JOHN DONNE 


Death be not proud, though some have calléd thee 
Mighty and dreadfull, for, thou art not so, 

For, those, whom thou think’st, thou dost overthrow, 
Die not, poore death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 
From rest and sleepe, which but thy pictures bee, 
Much pleasure, then from thee, much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee doe goe, 

Rest of their bones, and soules deliverie. 


Thou art slave to Fate, Chance, kings, and desperate 
men, 


And dost with poyson, warre, and sicknesse dwell, 
And poppie, or charmes can make us sleepe as well, 
And better than thy stroake; why swell’st thou then; 
One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally, 

And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die. 





Fire 


The desert land of Quill was no more. 


Even though Aaron Stowe had implanted the fatal scatterclip into 
Gondoleery Rattrapp’s forehead and cried out the words “Die a thousand 
deaths!” that ended her terroristic reign, the old woman’s weapons had hit 
many unintended targets. The fireballs continued doing damage long after 
her demise. 

The Artiméans limped home after the battle past dozens of small fires that 
burned throughout Quill. Fanned by the sea breeze and fed by the dry, brittle 
wood houses, the fires grew out of control. Soon every quadrant in Quill was 
engulfed in flames. Frantic Wanteds and Necessaries were forced to abandon 
their homes and flee for the only part of the island that wasn’t burning: 
Artimé. 

“Let’s keep the Quillens moving!” shouted Alex Stowe, the head mage of 
the magical land of Artimé, as the people passed through the invisible 
weather barrier to safety. “All the way to the shore and the edge of the 
jungle, so there’s room for everyone!” In the confusion, he turned to two of 
his closest friends, Lani Haluki and Samheed Burkesh. “Try to convince 
them that it’s safe to go inside the mansion, will you? I’m afraid we’ll run 
out of space out here.” 


“We’ll try,” said Lani, “but it’s not going to be easy.” The lawn was tightly 
packed with Wanteds and Necessaries. Lani and Samheed did their best to 
spread the word, while Alex hurried inside the mansion to expand the 
upstairs living quarters so they could house the refugees who agreed to come 
inside. 

But it was a lot of work trying to convince the stubborn-minded, fearful 
people of Quill that they wouldn’t accidentally get any magic on them if 
they decided to take a room in the mansion until things could be sorted out. 

Alex overheard an exasperated Samheed talking to an old Quillen man. 
“Trust me,” he said. “There’s absolutely no way you are going to become 
magical just by sleeping in a nice bed for once in your life. Just come inside 
and PII show you to your room.” 

When the stubborn man refused and instead sat down behind a bush 
outside the mansion, Samheed threw his hands in the air. “Fine,” he said. 
“Sleep there forever, then. I’m sure I don’t care.” He went grumbling back 
through the crowd toward the weather barrier to try to direct some injured 
Quillens to the hospital ward. 

Simber flew overhead, occasionally sweeping over the burning part of the 
island from a safe height, looking to rescue anyone who might be trapped. 
The orange flames weren’t hot enough to harm him—not much, anyway. It 
had been the white- and blue-hot flames of Gondoleery’s fireballs that had 
done him in. Nevertheless, the giant stone cheetah was especially wary after 
what he’d gone through. Simber knew that if Alex’s twin brother Aaron 
hadn’t acted so quickly to restore him, his sandy remains would still be on 
the road near the palace right now, burning with the rest of Quill. 

Artimé owed Aaron a debt of gratitude, though a few were having a hard 
time accepting that fact after all Aaron had done in the past to hurt the 
magical world. Alex was among the most grateful, though, for Aaron had 
done something that Alex couldn’t do—he’d brought Simber back to life. 
While Alex sometimes struggled with the complexities of magic, Aaron’s 
newfound abilities appeared almost effortless. Was there any limit to what 
Aaron could do? Alex was starting to wonder. 

Needless to say, Aaron Stowe—former Everything, current Nothing—had 
earned a lot of respect from those who’d witnessed his unselfish actions. But 
he channeled his inner Ishibashi, kept his head down, and worked alongside 
the Artiméans to help with the injured and displaced people. And, being the 
closest thing to a leader of Quill, he found himself having to solve a whole 


new series of problems that came along with a community devastated by 
fire. 

Once the fleeing Wanteds and Necessaries arrived in Artimé, they had no 
choice but to stay. Covered in soot and carrying what little they could 
salvage, they sought safety in the magical world they hated and feared. Some 
arrived defeated, some defiant, some overwhelmed, and some finally digging 
deep inside themselves and discovering their anger a little too late. And a 
few—mostly children—arrived with a tiny hint of excitement stirring in their 
hearts, for they had heard whispers about the happenings in Artimé, and they 
were not quite dead inside. 
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The heavy black smoke traveled westward with the wind, and it didn’t take 
long for Queen Eagala and the hook-handed pirate, Captain Baldhead, to 
hear reports that something was amiss. After their meeting on Warbler, they 
sent out spies to see if the entire island of Quill was destroyed. 

But Alex’s magical weather barrier around Artimé proved to be one of the 
best spells the head mage had ever put in place. Soon the leaders of Warbler 
and Pirate Islands received word that the southern part of the island of Quill 
remained completely unharmed by fire and was filled with people. So they 
redoubled their efforts and continued planning the ultimate attack to destroy 
the magical land. 

Alex and his people had other things on their minds. 

The fires raged and settled and raged and settled again for weeks until 
there was nothing left to burn. During that time, Alex and his friends did 
whatever they could to assure their new visitors that they were safe now. 
Some of them, comforted by seeing Aaron safe and sound in Artimé, eased 
into their new lives a little at a time, trying to get used to the strange 
surroundings. Others chose to stay far away from the Unwanteds’ mansion, 
sleeping on the lawn at the border between the two worlds, waiting until they 
could go back home. With no trained ability to imagine things, they couldn’t 
fathom that Quill would look very different than it had before. But they’d 
soon discover there would be no home to go to. 

When at last the fires burned out and it was safe to venture into Quill, all 
could see for themselves that nothing of worth remained. With no resources 
to rebuild, it seemed the Wanteds and Necessaries would be forced to stay in 
Artimé. 


The annual day of the Purge came and went, unnoticed and obsolete. 





The Island of Artimé 


But the people of Quill didn’t want to stay in the magical land. Wanteds 


and Necessaries went into Quill multiple times over the following weeks to 
consider ways to rebuild. Sometimes they brought creative-minded 
Artiméans with them in hopes of someone coming up with a plan. But with 
no resources, there were no solutions, and the groups returned day after day 
covered in soot and feeling desperate for their old familiar land. Frustrations 
ran high. Soon even the most stubborn of the Quillens had to admit there 
was nothing they could do to rebuild their awful world. 

With the long-term outlook seeming quite grim, Alex called a formal 
meeting on the lawn for all the Wanteds and Necessaries to attend so they 
could talk about what to do next. He even borrowed a podium from Mr. 
Appleblossom to stand behind so that it would feel familiar to the people of 
Quill. It was a subtle gesture that was unfortunately lost on the dull-witted 
Quillens. 

After greeting the crowd, Alex laid out the situation. “I’ve talked with my 
advisors, including my brother Aaron,” he said. He pointed to Aaron next to 


him, since his brother’s presence seemed to give the Quillens some sort of 
comfort. “Because there’s nothing salvageable left in Quill, and because it 
would take years to remove all of the soot and embers and burned-out 
structures from the island, you are stuck in Artimé whether you like it or not. 
But I have an idea. With your permission, we’d like to expand our magical 
world to cover the ugliness.” 

The crowd, more vocal than it had ever been, began to murmur and 
complain. 

Alex waited, then went on. “Once the magic of Artimé covers the entire 
island, I can make individual homes for you like you had before. And... ,” 
he said, cringing, “I can make the land as bland as you want it to be.” 

Claire Morning and Florence, the giant ebony warrior statue, were 
standing at the back of the crowd, and they exchanged wry grins. It was hard 
for anyone in Artimé to believe that there were people who would purposely 
choose to have a bland world. But Aaron had suggested the option be 
offered, and it seemed to quiet the complaints a little. 

“In fact,” Alex said, bolstered by the reaction, “I can give you a similar 
layout to what you had before. I can even number the houses exactly the 
same, and just add some trees—and grass, if you want it—and schedule 
some occasional rain, which will help your living situations a lot. That way 
you won’t have to limit yourselves to two buckets of water a week. Your 
gardens and farms will flourish, and you and your livestock and chickens 
will have plenty to eat and drink.” 

Mr. Appleblossom, who had been in charge of rescuing the livestock and 
chickens that had run from the fire into Artimé, nodded and smiled as the 
Quillens talked among themselves about this new development. Once Mr. 
Appleblossom had put all the farm animals in one place, he’d set up a nice 
corral behind the mansion where they wouldn’t be bothered or frightened by 
the owlbats, platyprots, and other strange creatures that roamed freely in 
Artimé. The Quillen animals were flourishing on the food, water, and care 
that Mr. Appleblossom and his helpers had been giving them. 

Kaylee Jones, the American sailor whom Alex, Aaron, and Sky had 
rescued from the saber-toothed-gorilla-infested Island of Graves, had found 
a bit of comfort in the sight of animals that actually seemed normal to her, so 
she had joined Mr. Appleblossom’s team. She’d set up a petting zoo for the 
children from both worlds to enjoy, which was something she remembered 


loving from her own childhood. Carina’s son Seth and the younger set of 
Stowe twins, Thisbe and Fifer, were frequent visitors. 

Now Kaylee stood off to one side with Sky, Samheed, and Lani, looking 
decidedly healthier than she’d been at the time of her rescue. Upon her 
arrival, she’d been shocked by the gray, desert land of Quill—perhaps more 
shocked by it than by Artimé—and wondered how anyone could turn down 
the opportunity to have enough fresh water to drink. Yet before her eyes, a 
small group of Wanteds stubbornly argued and shook their heads, 
complaining about ridiculous things. She marveled at the stark difference 
between the two kinds of people on this island, and was infinitely glad that 
her rescuers had come from Artimé. 

As the crowd grew louder in their discussion over whether grass should be 
allowed, and whether they wanted it to rain more, Alex leaned toward his 
brother. “Now what do I do?” he whispered. 

Aaron put a hand on the podium. “You want me to step in?” he asked 
quietly. 

Alex frowned. “No, I can do it. Just tell me what to say to them, because I 
have no idea right now.” 

One corner of Aaron’s mouth turned up slightly. “Tell them that if they try 
having grass in their yards and they don’t like it, we can always remove it so 
they can have dirt yards like before.” 

Alex sighed. “But I don’t want to create dirt yards.” 

“Think of all the drawing they can do in the dirt when it rains,” Aaron 
said, almost mischievously. 

The look on Aaron’s face caught Alex by surprise, as so many things had 
in the past few months. His brother was a different person now, thanks to his 
time on the Island of Shipwrecks with the three old scientists: Ishibashi, Ito, 
and Sato. Alex still wasn’t sure if Aaron had gotten whacked on the head a 
little too hard when the pirates had kidnapped him—that’s how big his 
transformation was. But Aaron insisted he had still been an awful person 
when he’d first regained consciousness in the stone shelter, and Ishibashi 
had been quick to agree. 

Alex smiled. “All right,” he said. His insides felt complete now that he 
had his brother beside him. The two of them standing together with the same 
goals in mind was a dream Alex never thought could come true. Not like 
this. Not as friends, anyway. 


Alex stepped back to the podium and lifted his hand in the air for silence, 
which came quickly. The Quillens were nothing if not militant about letting 
the person at the podium speak—even if he was someone they didn’t trust. 
“We can always give it a try with the grass yards,” Alex said amicably, “and 
if it turns out you don’t like this luscious stuff massaging your bare feet 
every day, I will give you a dirt yard as before. Aaron will see to it.” 

Aaron nodded his promise to the people, and that calmed them 
immediately. 

“Leave it at that,” Aaron said under his breath. “Finish up—you’re about 
to lose them.” 

Alex nodded. “Thank you, people of Quill. All in favor of having your 
own magical homes right where the old ones used to be, raise your hand.” 

The Wanteds and Necessaries had never been asked to vote on anything 
before. They looked at one another, confused. 

“Just go ahead and put your hand in the air like I’m doing,” Alex said, “if 
you want me to extend the magical world in order to give you your homes 
back. And if most of you agree, Pll do it.” 

Samheed stared from the audience and made a face at Alex. 

Alex ignored him. 

Aaron raised his hand as well to show the people. But no one wanted to be 
the first in the audience to do it. 

“Okay, then,” Alex said, hesitating a bit, trying to figure out what to do 
next. “How about this: Everyone who would like to have their own home 
back as I proposed, just keep standing there with no hands in the air.” 

No one moved. 

“Good!” said Alex. “Excellent. That’s all of you. I’ll begin working on it 
right away. If everything goes well, we should have the first new homes 
ready in a matter of days. Thank you for coming!” 

The people didn’t move. 

“And now you may go,” said Alex, with a grand flourish that made Lani 
crack up and have to hide her face. 

Alex stepped back from the podium and turned to Aaron as the Wanteds 
and Necessaries began to disperse. Only a few small groups stayed around to 
voice complaints. “Whew,” he said. “Tough crowd.” 

“Yes,” Aaron said. “That was pretty clever how you did that, though.” 

A group of five or six Wanteds approached Aaron. 


“We don’t want to live in the magical world,” one said grumpily. “We 
want nothing to do with that Unwanteds magic.” 

Aaron and Alex exchanged a worried glance. “But... ,” said Aaron, 
“there’s nowhere else for you to live.” 

“We don’t care,” said the spokesperson. 

Alex scratched his head, perplexed. How was he going to satisfy 
everybody? 

But Aaron took hold of the situation. “No problem,” he said. He turned to 
Alex. “Can you leave a small portion of Quill untouched by magic for these 
fine Wanteds?” 

“T—” Alex began, then hesitated. “Well, sure, I can, but. . .” 

“Very good,” Aaron said smoothly. “Our problem is solved. Give them a 
bit of barren, burned-out land to live on.” He thought about what Ishibashi 
might say, and added, “And make it as far away from here as possible.” 


Aaron Longs for Home 


k had been a crazy few years for Aaron Stowe. He went from Wanted, to 


university student, to assistant to the secretary of the high priest, to leader of 
the Restorers, to high priest of Quill. He’d killed a kind magician; nearly 
killed his brother; sent his father to the Ancients Sector and made his only 
friend, Secretary, get him back; and sent Secretary to the Ancients Sector 
only to watch her die because he stupidly set loose a wild creature upon a 
group of innocent children. 

That was a lot of horrible deeds to deal with, and Aaron would be lying if 
he said he didn’t think about them often. He spent hours roaming the 
smoldering ruins of Quill alone, contemplating. He stood where the 
portcullis had been, and looked at the charred remains of the palace—his 
former home. Yet there was nothing he could think of that he missed about 
the place. Nothing had made that cold, gray palace feel as cozy as his cot on 
a rock floor in the middle of a hurricane. 

Thinking back upon his life in Quill made Aaron feel numb inside. 
Everything he had once lived for was gone. He smiled ruefully, wondering 
what sort of metaphor Ishibashi would make from it. He missed the old man, 
sometimes desperately. 

Every now and then Aaron thought about what it would be like if the 
pirates hadn’t mistaken him for his brother—if they’d captured Alex instead, 
and Aaron had remained in power. Would he still be high priest, or would 
Gondoleery have ousted or even killed him by now? Would he still sneak to 
the jungle to be in the one place he felt at ease, among the misfits . . . the 


misunderstoods? Would he have eventually confided in Liam that he was so 
terribly uncertain about what he was doing? Or would he have kept it all in, 
as always? As one is expected to do in Quill? 

And would he be raising his sisters to be bad like him? Thisbe and Fifer 
were almost two years old. When he looked at them, he couldn’t imagine 
them growing up in that horrible, stark palace. 

One quiet morning he sat on the lawn with his sisters, watching them play 
in the sand, making sure they didn’t venture too far into the water. They 
were learning to swim, but it was the current that worried Aaron the most, 
knowing they could be swept off their little feet and pulled out to the sea. 

Aaron could swim a little now. Not like Alex and Sky and the others, but 
at least he wasn’t terrified anymore. Not really, anyway, though he still had 
nightmares about the little pirate boat and the hurricane. But he also had 
good dreams about returning to the Island of Shipwrecks. 

Carina Holiday and her son, Seth, walked up to the beach. Seth ran over to 
the girls, and Carina sat down next to Aaron. 

Some of Alex’s friends had begun to trust Aaron by now. Simber, for sure, 
and Sky, of course. But Carina had kept her distance, watching him—he saw 
her and others, too, like Claire Morning and Samheed Burkesh, always, 
always watching him. And while Aaron knew their skepticism was deserved, 
it was hard to take, and it didn’t feel very good. He wondered why Carina 
chose the spot next to him to sit. 

“Good morning,” Aaron said. 

“Good morning,” she replied, crossing her ankles and pulling her knees 
up. She sipped from a steaming mug. 

Aaron watched his sisters shriek with joy when they saw Seth, who was a 
year or so older than them. They had become fast friends—most of the time 
anyway. As good friends as two- and three-year-olds could be, he supposed. 
“The girls really love Seth,” he said to break the silence. 

“He adores them, too,” Carina said. “And I am rather enjoying this quiet 
morning.” 

“Tt’ll be even quieter when the Quillens are gone,” said Aaron. “Alex is 
going to start expanding the magical world soon.” 

“I was at the meeting,” Carina said. 

“Of course,” said Aaron, feeling awkward. “Sorry I didn’t see you.” 

If Carina noticed Aaron’s awkwardness, she didn’t indicate it. “I would 
imagine the Wanteds and Necessaries can’t wait to go home,” she mused. 


Aaron nodded. He understood the feeling. 

Seth started to pile and pack sand into a large mound. Thisbe waited until 
he was almost done and pushed it over. But Seth didn’t get mad; he just 
started building it up again. Fifer played quietly by herself, singing a 
nonsensical made-up song. 

“T guess she’s like me,” Aaron said, more to himself than to Carina. He 
looked up. “Thisbe, I mean. The one in red.” Suddenly he felt strange for 
saying it, as if he were admitting something that made him very vulnerable. 
He still had a hard time with that, especially with people he didn’t know 
well. Perhaps he always would. 

Carina smiled. “Can you see their personalities emerging?” 

“Yes. It’s interesting. They’re quite different from each other once you get 
to know them,” Aaron said. “Thisbe plays hard and sleeps hard. She puts all 
her energy into everything she does—see?” He pointed as she knocked 
Seth’s sand tower down again with her whole body, landing on the boy. Seth 
fell back, surprised, and laughed with Thisbe when she laughed. They got to 
their feet. 

“Again?” Seth said to her. 

“Again,” Thisbe agreed. Seth started piling sand. 

“And Fifer,” Aaron said, shaking his head. “She’s very gentle and... I 
don’t know. Intensely musical, and thoughtful, I guess. Can a two-year-old 
be thoughtful?” 

“T think so,” Carina said. “Seth is that way too.” 

“Yet he puts up with Thisbe’s games so well.” 

Carina nodded. “And the girls love each other, don’t they? They seem 
inseparable.” 

“They are,” Aaron said, thinking about so much more than just his sisters. 
“They’re best friends. They couldn’t live without each other.” 

Carina sipped her drink and watched the kids quietly. “You know,” she 
said after a while, “I used to think that twins were trouble. Marcus and 
Justine. You and Alex.” She swung her head to give Aaron a look of raw 
honesty. “Because it was really difficult with you for a long time, you 
know?” 

“Of course.” Aaron dropped his gaze. “I know.” 

“But you’re proving that it doesn’t have to be that way,” said Carina. 
“You’re showing your sisters something important, I think.” 


Aaron pursed his lips. He hadn’t thought about that before. “Somebody 
wise told me that just because Alex was good, that didn’t mean I had to be 
bad in order to be distinct from him. I could be a different kind of good.” 

“The man from the Island of Shipwrecks?” asked Carina. 

“Yes.” A spear of longing passed through Aaron. He looked left, to the 
east, as if that would bring Ishibashi’s island closer. But then he turned his 
gaze back to the girls, his face clouding over. He’d miss them. A lot. “Once 
we have the Wanteds and Necessaries settled, I guess I’ll be free to go back 
there.” 

“Is that what you want to do?” 

“Tt doesn’t really matter what I want,” Aaron said. “It was part of the deal. 
Alex found me, brought me here, and I did my job. I was never meant to 
stay.” 

Carina reached out, putting her hand over Aaron’s, and gave it a gentle 
squeeze. “Thank you for helping us,” she said. “You’re an incredible mage 
—TI have no idea how you were able to do so much without training. And I 
can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m very glad you came back. At least for a 
little while. If you decide to stay, well, I certainly wouldn’t mind. You’re all 
right, Aaron.” 

Aaron stared at her hand on his. He wondered if he’d ever get used to 
people being kind to him. 
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Later, when Aaron was alone and thinking about the responsibilities he had 
to attend to here on this island before he could leave, he found his mind 
turning to Panther. He went inside the mansion, past Simber and Florence, 
whose broken leg was restored. He climbed the stairs to the balcony and 
slipped down the not-even-a-faint-secret of a hallway. He went past all the 
doors, not knowing where some of them led, and into the kitchenette. 

He stood for a moment in front of the tube, feeling guilty. One thing he 
hadn’t told anyone about was his past visits to the jungle. He’d tell his 
brother eventually. He had to, so Alex could take care of the creatures once 
Aaron was gone. But he knew that when that happened, he’d have to confess 
to the rock and to Panther that he’d been lying to them. He’d have to tell 
them that he wasn’t Alex. 

The thought pained him, and the longer it lingered, the more painful it 
became. Maybe he would ask Alex to confess for him... but that made 


Aaron feel like a coward. A feeling he knew all too well. 

For now, Aaron decided as he stepped inside the tube, the jungle is my 
secret. It was the only thing left that truly belonged to him. And he wasn’t 
ready to give it up. He desperately needed one place to go where nobody 
stared at him or wondered if he was still evil inside. 
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House After House 


A\tex had never spent so much time working on his concentration and spells 


as he was spending now. Once he’d found Mr. Today’s journal that detailed 
how he created the world in the first place, Alex designed his own spell that 
would expand the existing boundaries of Artimé to cover almost the entire 
island. 

It didn’t all happen at once, unfortunately. He had to go bit by bit, section 
by section. Each section fell into place a little like how the hospital ward did 
whenever Alex had to expand that. As he pressed the invisible boundary 
outward, grass dropped down to mark his progress. 

Once Alex had extended Artimé to cover up all but one small section of 
the charred remains of Quill, which he left for the cranky group of Wanteds 
as promised, he began working on the infrastructure, putting in a paved road 
where the dirt one used to be and laying down walking paths throughout the 
community. He widened the stream and had Ms. Octavia create a bubbling 
freshwater fountain in the Commons like the one she’d made for the Claire, 
so that the community could come and draw water from it whenever they 
needed it. Things were taking shape. Alex was careful to hold back so he 
wouldn’t accidentally make Quill too beautiful. The restraint was almost 
painful. 

Then Alex took to his office to work on a house component. He asked 
Aaron to help design the layout, and Alex created a prototype for the first 
house and tried it out in the vast open space in the Museum of Large. After a 


few tweaks, Aaron approved, and Alex had the design exactly the way the 
Quillens would want it. 

The head mage called Samheed, Lani, Carina, and Sean Ranger to help 
make replicas of the component. The group spread out their supplies and 
tools in the Museum of Large, below the outstretched trunk and huge sharp 
tusks of Ol’ Tater, the mastodon statue. 

The new magical houses looked more like Wanted houses than Necessary 
ones, not just because the design was simple enough to replicate, but because 
Alex thought the Necessaries—who had been on the cusp of helping Artimé 
take out Gondoleery—deserved nicer houses than the ones they’d had. And 
it was easier to design and replicate one spell component than two, so Alex 
chose to do it as such. He decided that if any Necessary came to him 
demanding a smaller, less equipped home, he would gladly oblige. 
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When Alex finally had enough components for all the Quillen households, 
he began installing the houses one at a time in nearly the same layout as 
Quill had previously had, doing his best to work from memory and getting 
guidance from some of the older Necessaries who had known every inch of 
Quill. 

By this time, the Wanteds and Necessaries were more than anxious to go 
back to their familiar-looking, yet slightly more colorful and less ugly world. 
Dozens of Wanteds and Necessaries moved into their new homes every day 
as Alex worked long and hard to re-create their world. Most of the recipients 
knew very little about how to express their thanks for a gift so huge, but 
some of them managed, which felt like progress to Alex. And a thank you 
now and then for the hardworking head mage of Artimé was very much 
appreciated. 

The small group of cranky Wanteds who wanted nothing to do with magic 
settled in the charcoaled remains just beyond the Ancients Sector, across the 
island from Artimé. They were so blinded by their opposition to magic that 
they were willing to sleep in soot and scrounge for food and water just to 
make a point. Alex wasn’t quite sure what that point was, but he didn’t really 
care, either, as long as they didn’t bother him. 

And Aaron worked with some of the more reasonable Wanteds and 
Necessaries to try to make the Ancients Sector into something much more 
humane than it once was. He pointed out the willingness of the Ancients to 


help fight Gondoleery, thus proving their usefulness, and suggested the 
Ancients Sector be a place of respite for the elderly to go to on their own 
accord, where they could enjoy their last days without fear or chains, and be 
among friends. 

Needless to say, Alex “forgot” to build the sleep chamber, and no one 
seemed upset about that. 

As for the palace, Alex decided not to build one at all, and instead put a 
lighthouse with a lookout tower in its place on the top of the hill. For the 
time being, he appointed Gunnar Haluki to watch over the new annex, 
reassign jobs to all the people instead of just the Necessaries, and make sure 
the farms and animals were being nurtured properly. Gunnar asked Claire 
Morning to teach the Quillens how to make the most of their new situation, 
and she began by showing them how to funnel rainwater off their roofs into 
barrels so they wouldn’t have to travel to the fountain to get it. They’d 
always have more than enough water to go around for people, plants, and 
animals. 

With only a little grumbling, the people of Quill settled in to their new 
Artiméan-made homes, and life returned to almost normal. 





Henry Finds a Purpose 


Back in Artimé, the last of the injured had recovered from the battle against 


Gondoleery, and the hospital ward stood empty. Henry Haluki had been a 
permanent fixture there over the past months, and was often regarded as the 
go-to healer since he was seen there the most, though he still took orders 
from Ms. Morning and Carina. But just because there was no one for Henry 
to heal didn’t mean he had nothing to do. He used his free time to work with 
plants from his greenhouse, experimenting with their medicinal properties 
and creating new, more potent strains that would make his healing serums 
more effective. And every day he painstakingly added to his store of proven 
medicines so they’d never be in short supply again. 

He spent a little time with other people—the nurses sometimes helped him 
bottle up the medicine—but he was often lost in thought these days. He 
hadn’t quite forgiven himself for not saving Meghan Ranger. Yet whenever 
he thought about giving her the glowing seaweed he’d gotten from Ishibashi, 
which would’ve extended her life indefinitely, he knew that he’d done the 
only thing he could. He’d obeyed Ishibashi’s command: Never use it on any 
human without their permission. Meghan had been near death by the time 
Henry saw her—perhaps she was dead already. But Henry never had the 


opportunity to ask her, and so he’d stood there, holding the seaweed, looking 
on helplessly at her still body. 

Alex had unwittingly helped Henry come to terms with his guilt after the 
fact. And now Henry knew that if he was forced into the same predicament 
with the head mage’s life hanging in the balance, he didn’t have to agonize 
over it. He’d asked Alex a hypothetical question about having the chance to 
live indefinitely, and Alex had told him point blank that he wouldn’t ever 
want to have his life significantly extended by unnatural means. It was a 
relief to know. 

And now that their world was finally at peace, Henry was extremely glad 
he didn’t have to worry about it anymore. 

But even though they were at peace, Florence started up Magical Warrior 
Training again, knowing Artimé could never be too prepared. One day, 
Henry was outside cutting some leaves from his greenhouse plants that 
Ishibashi had given him. He paused now and then in his work to watch the 
training, and felt almost wistful. 

On the end nearest him was Thatcher, a young teen from Warbler who was 
about Henry’s age, perhaps a year older. He had black curly hair and dark 
brown skin, and orange eyes like all the Warbler children. He wasn’t 
intimidated by the instructors, and he liked chatting with them. His obvious 
ease with more authoritative figures was striking. But the blond-haired 
Warbler girl next to him, Scarlet, was all seriousness, especially in her 
attempts to mess Thatcher up without him noticing. Henry watched Scarlet 
for a moment, and then his eyes strayed back to Thatcher, and he observed 
the Warbler boy’s carefree spirit and sense of humor when he joked with 
Florence and Ms. Morning. 

At one point Thatcher caught Henry staring and smiled at him, raising a 
hand in greeting. Henry smiled back and quickly looked down at his 
cuttings. “I might need to take a class soon,” he said to nobody in particular. 
He gathered up his cuttings, and then walked in a wide circle around the 
students to keep from getting accidentally struck by a poor throw. 
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On the day after Alex finished expanding the world, he walked past the 
hospital ward on his way to the kitchen to get a snack and noticed that every 
bed was empty for the first time in a long time. He paused, then went in, 


seeing Henry working alone at the laboratory table with something bubbling 
merrily in a beaker nearby. 

“Congratulations, Henry,” Alex said. “Empty beds. Now that’s an 
accomplishment!” 

Henry looked up. “Thanks. The last one checked out a couple days ago. 
Did you finish the expansion in Quill? Anybody give you trouble?” 

“Yes, it’s done,” Alex said. “No real trouble to speak of, but I’m whipped. 
Do you have anything that’! help my sore shoulders feel better? Those were 
some long, hard days of spell casting. More than I’ve ever done in one 
stretch before.” 

Henry reached up and pulled a small container of herbal lotion from a 
shelf. “This should do the trick. Find a nice girl to rub some of this on your 
shoulders. It’ll feel better in no time.” 

“Because of the lotion?” Alex teased. “Or because of the girl?” 

“Tt doesn’t really matter, does it?” 

“T guess not,” Alex said. “Are you speaking from experience? Do you 
have a girl rubbing lotion on your shoulders that I don’t know about?” 

Henry grinned. “I’m not really into girls. But no.” 

Alex returned the grin and patted Henry on the back. “Thanks,” he said, 
taking the lotion. “Do you want me to make this room smaller again? Or do 
you like it all big and empty like this?” 

“T wouldn’t want to tax your poor aching muscles,” Henry said. 

“Why, Henry Haluki,” Alex said, “I think you’re mocking me. You used 
to be such a serious and respectful young lad.” 

Henry shrugged. “I guess I’ve been jaded by all the battles you’ve 
dragged me into,” he said brightly. “You can leave the room big. I like it like 
this. It gives me lots of room to spread out my plant cuttings to dry.” 

“All right,” Alex said. He turned to go, and then paused and looked over 
his shoulder. “You should go outside and get some fresh air sometime, you 
know? Try some new spells. Swim. Have fun.” 

Henry looked up from his work again. “This is fun,” he said. He got up 
from his chair. “But I do need to go outside, actually, to get some more 
roots.” 

“Great. Pll tag along. Maybe you can teach me something.” 

“Doubtful,” Henry said with a smile, “but I’ Il try.” 

The two headed outside past Simber and Florence and strolled over the 
lawn toward Henry’s greenhouse area. But they didn’t get far before Alex 


noticed Spike Furious circling just offshore. 

“Hmm,” Alex said, narrowing his eyes. “One second, Henry.” Alex 
jogged to the water’s edge. “Is everything all right, Spike?” he called out to 
the whale. 

“The Alex!” shouted Spike. “I have been waiting for you with important 
news!” 

Henry joined Alex. 

“News from whom?” asked Alex. 

“Tt is from Pan, the coiled water dragon who rules the sea!” 

“Really?” Alex said. “She came to you? What did she say?” 

Spike trumpeted water from her blowhole. “She said these words exactly: 
“Tell Alex that Karkinos the crab is gravely ill and rapidly losing strength, 
and he has begun drifting westward. Have you found a way to save him? 
There isn’t much time.’” 

“Oh no,” muttered Alex. “He’s headed toward the waterfall.” He took a 
few steps into the water, muttering something unintelligible. And then he 
called out, “How much time does Karkinos have to live?” 

“Only days,” Spike said. “I can feel his approaching death in the water.” 

“Cripes,” muttered Alex. 

“Alex,” Henry asked, “what’s this all about? Lani mentioned once that 
Karkinos was sick, but I didn’t know it was this bad.” 

Alex turned and waded back to shore. “It . . . well, to be perfectly honest, 
Karkinos hasn’t exactly been my top priority with everything else going on. 
But Pan told me he was getting worse a few months ago when we rescued 
Kaylee and Aaron.” Alex shoved his hands in his pockets, feeling helpless. 
He gave Henry an imploring look. “How much medicine have you got on 
hand?” 

“It depends,” said Henry. “What kind do you need? What’s wrong with 
him?” 

“Nobody really knows,” said Alex. “But if he drifts over the waterfall, he 
might not be the only one who dies. We have to do something.” 

Henry looked perplexed. “Karkinos is enormous,” he said. “Even if I 
knew what kind of medicine he needed, I wouldn’t have enough.” 

Alex shook his head. “Islands aren’t supposed to die,” he muttered. 
Quickly he went through his options. If they couldn’t save Karkinos, they 
had to at least save Talon, Lhasa, Bock . . . He began listing off the 
inhabitants to see if they all would somehow fit in the magical white boat. 


But Talon was likely as heavy as Florence, and then add to that all the 
hundreds of dropbears and the hibagon and Vido the rooster . . . He shook 
his head. Even if Talon could fly the whole way, there was no way they 
could fit even a small percentage of the others on the boat. 

“We’d have to take the pirate ship to rescue them,” Alex said, looking at 
the patched but seaworthy vessel standing in the lagoon. “But it would take 
days to get there in that thing. There’s not enough time!” 

Henry racked his brain, mentally going over all the medicinal stores. He 
had quite a lot now, but what a waste it would be if they used it all on 
Karkinos and it didn’t work. Plus, after all Artimé had been through, Henry 
didn’t ever like being without enough medicine. But if it could somehow 
save the crab’s life... 

Henry’s eyes widened, and he sucked in a breath. “Wait a second,” he 
said. His hand went to his component vest, to the special pocket with a spell- 
protected lock, and felt the container that he’d kept there ever since Ishibashi 
had given it to him. 

“Alex,” Henry said, his voice measured, “what’s the absolute fastest way 
to get a single person to the Island of Legends?” 

Alex frowned, thinking of all the options. “Either Simber or Spike would 
be faster than the boat or the ship.” 

Henry tapped the container through his vest thoughtfully. “And Spike can 
talk to all species, right?” 

“Right,” said Alex. “But neither one of them can carry all the creatures 
here to Artimé, so we need a boat. Why?” 

Henry set his jaw and nodded firmly. “We don’t need a boat. Get Spike 
ready.” 

“What? I don’t understand,” said Alex. 

Henry’s eyes gleamed. “I’m saying I’ve got the right medicine, Alex. I 
can keep Karkinos alive . . . but only if I can get there in time.” 


Planning a Journey 


That’s an awfully long ride on the back of a whale,” Alex said to Henry. 


“And what if the medicine doesn’t work? You wouldn’t be able to save 
everyone.” 

Henry stared out over the sea, thinking fast. Was the small container of 
seaweed enough to save such a large creature as Karkinos? Ishibashi had 
only used the tiniest pinch of it to heal a sea turtle. Henry’s container was 
packed full. He wouldn’t have time to go all the way to the Island of 
Shipwrecks for more . . . but he didn’t think he’d need to. 

“Henry?” Alex prompted. 

“What?” 

“What if it doesn’t work?” Alex said again. “You wouldn’t be able to save 
Talon and the others.” 

“Well, do you have any other options?” Henry asked impatiently. “You 
said the pirate ship can’t get there in time. If Karkinos is drifting toward the 
waterfall, all the inhabitants are going to get pulled down it and their lives 
will be in danger if they can’t get everyone tied down in time. To stop that 
from happening, we need speed first of all. And I’m telling you I’ve got the 
right medicine. I’m sure of it! I just need to get there.” He jiggled his foot, 
ready to spring into action as soon as Alex gave the word. 

Alex studied the young man. Henry had grown up fast by necessity. He 
was one of the most responsible and selfless people Alex knew. He’d been 
by Alex’s side in the gray shack when all was lost, and he’d stayed loyal and 
focused ever since. 


“All right,” Alex said. “I believe you. But you and Spike aren’t going 
alone. Let’s go talk to Florence and see what she recommends.” 

“Great!” said Henry. He started toward the mansion while Alex thanked 
Spike and told her what was happening. “I need you to swim as fast as 
possible. Can you do that?” 

“I can swim like a bullet, the Alex!” said Spike, sounding extremely 
happy to be chosen as the fastest ride in Artimé. “I will go tell Pan and 
return shortly to take Henry to the Island of Legends.” 

Alex watched the whale swish through the water in search of Pan. He’d 
never witnessed her top speed before, but it was true—he’d instilled great 
speed in her when he’d brought her to life. Now it would come in handy. 

He jogged to the mansion, finding Henry and Florence deep in 
conversation, with Simber standing silently by. 

Florence’s face wore a pained expression. “I want to go,” she said softly. 
“T have to.” She and Talon had grown very fond of one another during their 
visit to Karkinos, and had made plans to see each other again once life in 
Artimé settled down. And now she feared she might never see Talon again if 
Henry’s plan was unsuccessful. 

Henry looked to Alex for help. 

“Hi, Florence,” Alex said, coming up next to Simber. “You heard?” 

“Yes,” said Florence. 

“Obviously Henry can’t go alone with Spike,” said Alex. 

“I want to go,” Florence said again. 

Alex pressed his lips together, perplexed. “I know,” he said, his voice 
gentle but firm. “I’m sorry, Florence. I just can’t see how that’s possible 
without slowing Spike down considerably. And speed is of the utmost 
importance.” 

Florence lifted her chin and looked away, trying to hide her feelings. Her 
heavy ebony body had been a benefit in so many ways, but it had its 
drawbacks, too. She knew what Alex said was true. But how she wished 
there was a way. She blinked and looked at Simber. “If only I could borrow 
your wings, my friend,” she said. 

“Talon has wings,” Simber reminded her. “He doesn’t need to go down 
the waterrrfall with the rrrest of the island.” 

Florence laughed bitterly. “Do you really think he’d stay back and watch 
everyone go over the edge?” 


Simber looked down. “No. Of courrrse he’ll stay with them, just as Alex 
chose to do with ourrr ship.” 

“If we don’t hurry ... ,” Henry prodded. He was ready to jump on the 
whale’s back and go at a moment’s notice. 

A flash of light through the window caught Henry’s eye. “Spike is out 
there circling again,” he said. He moved to the window and his eyes opened 
wide. “Wow—what the stink is that thing next to her?” he breathed. 

Alex rushed to his side to look. Coming up out of the water and walking 
onto the shore with her oversized dragon head, snakelike body, and four 
stocky legs growing from the thickest part of her trunk, was Pan herself. Her 
long, whiplike tail snapped and curled like a lasso behind her, her clawed 
feet dug divots into the lawn and shot bits of grass into the air behind her, 
and the plume of scales that burst from her head sparkled a myriad of colors 
in the sunlight. 

“Its Pan,” Alex said. “Come and meet her.” He rushed to open the door 
and ran outside, the others following. 

Alex greeted the dragon, his heart pounding from being so close to the 
great beast. She seemed immensely larger on land than she’d seemed in the 
open sea. Her sprawling body made Simber look small. 

Simber stood back, wary of the dragon’s potential fiery breath. 

Alex introduced Florence, Henry, and Simber. 

“Greetings,” said Pan. “I have seen you from afar. It is good to meet 
friends of the sea in these dark times.” She eyed Florence. “You are the one 
Talon speaks of.” 

Florence’s face grew hot. “Is he well?” she asked. 

“He is lonely,” said Pan. 

“Oh my,” said Florence, looking completely lost for words. 

Simber rescued her. “How is it that we haven’t seen you beforrre?” he 
asked Pan. 

The dragon stretched out her neck to look across the island. “With pirates 
in my waters capturing and selling sea creatures these many years,” she said 
warily, “it has been in my best interest to stay hidden.” 

Florence, Simber, and Alex exchanged glances, all of them realizing the 
same thing. The pirates weren’t just capturing sea creatures. They intended 
to sell them! But to whom? 

“We understand,” Florence said. “We’re pleased you trust us enough to 
venture on land.” 


Alex spoke up, anxious to get to the point. “Pan,” he said, “our healer, 
Henry, believes he has something that will help Karkinos. He’ll travel to the 
Island of Legends on Spike’s back. We’re deciding who else to send with 
him now, and they’ ll be on their way shortly.” 

“I will accompany them to Karkinos,” Pan said, “to make sure they arrive 
safely. There is danger everywhere.” 

Henry’s eyes widened. Now he had two very large creatures to spend time 
with, and he had no idea what to expect from the dragon or if she was safe. 
He shot a pleading glance at Florence. 

Florence looked up at the dragon. “You’re aware we killed the sea eel, of 
course?” 

“I am also aware of other eels,” said Pan. 

“Ah, so therrre is morrre than one,” said Simber, eyes narrowing. “That 
concerrmns me grtreatly.” 

“Yes,” said Pan. “As I said before, I am in the business of hiding. Do not 
fear for your boy and your whale with me.” 

Alex looked up at the dragon’s face. “Thank you . . . for the information. 
We’ll need a little time to organize.” 

The dragon nodded once. She turned and glided into the water, her tail 
swirling constantly, making shapes in the air. 

Alex turned to Henry. “Find Aaron and Sky and ask them to quickly 
construct a seat for you that we can strap to Spike.” 

“Right,” said Henry. He dashed into the mansion. 

Alex looked at Simber and Florence. “I’d feel more comfortable if we sent 
someone with Henry.” 

Pan stopped in the water and swung her head back toward them, her 
plume of scales shimmering. “I do not wish to pry, but is there a reason you 
don’t want to go, Florence? I would have thought you’d be the first to 
volunteer. But perhaps your feelings for Talon have changed. If so, he should 
be told.” 

Florence looked up. “Oh no,” she said. “That’s not it at all. It’s just—I’m 
carved of ebony, too heavy for Spike to carry at full speed. And speed is of 
the essence now, I’m afraid.” She hesitated. “My heart belongs to Talon. If 
you wish to tell him that, I’d be grateful. . . .” She looked down, embarrassed 
and sad all over again. 

Pan’s tail weaved through the water as she floated a short distance from 
shore. “You might slow down a whale,” she said, “but nothing can slow 


down a dragon. If your presence here can be spared, you must ride on my 
back and tell him yourself.” 


Strange Company 


Å short time later Spike sat in the lagoon, waiting to depart. Sky came 


flying out of the mansion with Aaron right behind, carrying a makeshift 
cocoonlike chair-bed that they’d weaved from strips of lightweight but 
sturdy cloth. A harness was attached. 

Sky swam with it to Spike and hoisted the chair onto the whale’s back. As 
she secured the harness around the great whale, Henry and Alex exited the 
mansion carrying a waterproof crate of supplies to attach to it, and Samheed 
and Lani came walking toward the shore from the new land of Quill. 

“What’s going on?” Lani asked, watching Alex and Henry head into the 
water. 

Aaron turned. “Henry is going to Karkinos with medicine, so Sky and I 
made a chair for him.” He’d never met the crab island or any of its 
inhabitants, but he knew that much about what was happening. 

“He’s doing what?” Lani asked. “PI go with him.” 

Samheed nodded. “Me too.” 

“Um,” Aaron said, “I guess there’s something about having to leave 
immediately, and too much weight will slow Spike down . . . or something.” 
He still felt apprehensive about talking with his former classmates, 
especially Samheed, who’d had a special hatred for Aaron. 

Samheed frowned. “Hey, Al!” he shouted. “Lani and I want to go too.” 

Alex glanced over his shoulder as he and Henry climbed on Spike’s back 
with the crate. 


“Nope,” Alex said, attaching the crate to the cocoon harness. “We’re all 
set.” 

Samheed scowled. “Too late again,” he said. 

Lani slumped. “We’re losing our touch, Burkesh,” she said. 

Sky waded to shore with Alex and Henry not far behind her. Henry ran up 
to his sister and gave her a quick wet hug. “Bye,” he said. 

“How long will you be gone?” she asked. 

“I don’t know. I’ll need to stay long enough to make sure Karkinos is 
healing properly. He’s floating west toward the waterfall—did you hear?” 

Lani’s eyes widened in fear. “Oh no! Do you think you can save them?” 

Henry gave his sister a solemn look. “I don’t know. But I’m going to try.” 

“Be careful,” Lani said, ruffling his hair. 

As Alex joined them, Sky pointed out over the water. “Look,” she said. 
The coiled water dragon emerged from under the water and floated quickly 
into the lagoon. 

“Yikes,” said Lani. “That thing is huge. Is that the water dragon you met?” 

Sky nodded. “Her name is Pan.” 

Henry patted his component vest, making sure he had his seaweed and 
other spells. When the mansion door opened and Simber and Florence filed 
out, Henry took a deep breath. “Time to go,” he said. 

“Stay safe,” said Alex, giving Henry a hug and a clap on his back. “I 
thought about sending Charlie with you, but neither you nor Florence speaks 
sign language, so he wouldn’t be much use. He’d probably just get seasick, 
anyway.” He handed Henry a painted pebble. “But here’s this in case you 
need to send a seek spell. And I put a few extra sacks of components in the 
crate, just in case you need them.” 

“If I need a few sacks’ worth, Pll be in big trouble.” Henry took the 
pebble and slid it into his pocket, then waved awkwardly at Samheed, 
Aaron, and Lani, and headed out to Spike’s back. 

“You be safe too,” Alex told Florence, and hugged her. 

Florence couldn’t stop smiling. “I will,” she said. She scratched Simber’s 
stony head, and then she waded into the water toward Pan. 

“Wait. Florence is going too?” Lani said, incredulous. She looked at 
Aaron. “I thought you said something about too much weight.” 

Aaron shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’m not in charge here.” He watched the 
strange-looking entourage as Florence mounted the dragon’s back. 


Pan spoke quietly to Alex. “Once I’ve delivered them, I?ll check in on 
them from time to time to see if they are ready to go home.” 

“Oh,” said Alex, concerned. “You won’t be staying with them?” 

“Pm afraid I cannot,” Pan said. “I have other things to attend to.” She 
gave a wistful glance in the direction of the cylindrical island. 

“T hope everything is all right,” Alex said, remembering for the first time 
in months her request for wings. 

“It has to be,” said the dragon. With a regal nod to the Artiméans, Pan 
called for Spike to lead the way at her top speed, and she would match it. 

Spike set off with Henry, and soon Pan and Florence, propelled by Pan’s 
extraordinary tail, pulled up beside the whale in the sea, heading west at an 
astounding clip. 





Talking Dragons 


When Henry and Florence and their unusual rides were growing small in 


the distance, Alex, Sky, and Aaron sat on the lawn to contemplate the fate of 
the giant crab island. Soon Samheed and Lani joined them, and Kaylee 
meandered over as well. 

They talked for a while about Pan, and Alex and Sky relayed the whole 
story of how they first met her at the cylindrical island to the east of Artimé. 

“Who do you think she was catching fish for?” Sky asked Alex. “She 
doesn’t live on that island, does she?” 

“T don’t know if she lives anywhere,” Alex mused. “She’s a water creature 
who rules the sea. I wouldn’t think she lives on land at all. Maybe someone 
helpless lives on top of the island and she provides food for him.” 

“Could that be the one she wants the wings for?” asked Lani. “I mean, 
what kind of wings does she need?” 

Samheed raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure the wings aren’t for her?” 

Alex shrugged. “She said she was asking for someone else. Besides, I 
don’t think it would be possible to make wings for a dragon. Dragons are 


real creatures.” 

Kaylee cleared her throat. “Um, news flash, Mr. Head Mage: No, they’re 
not. Not in my world anyway.” 

“What a boring world,” Samheed remarked. Aaron frowned at him, and 
Lani poked him with her elbow. 

“You really have no idea what you’re talking about, Samheed,” Kaylee 
said lightly. 

“That’s very likely true,” Samheed admitted. 

“I mean that dragons are born,” Alex went on, “like people and 
nonmagical animals. “They’re not created out of materials, or sculptures 
brought to life.” 

“So?” asked Lani. “Does that matter?” 

Alex knit his brow, trying to figure out how to explain what he meant. 
“Its like with you, Lani. Say you decided you just couldn’t live another 
moment without a third arm. Could I make a human arm for you and attach 
it and have it become part of you?” 

Lani frowned. “Why would I want a third arm?” 

“That’s not the point,” said Alex. 

“Why would anyone want a third arm?” Lani went on. “Where would you 
put it? On your back? You’d always be uncomfortable sleeping, and I doubt 
it would be all that useful.” 

“Ms. Octavia makes it work with eight,” Kaylee said. “She’s very 
efficient.” 

“But she’s not human shaped,” Lani said. She thought for a moment. “I 
wonder how she sleeps? With all the arms splayed out, do you think?” 

Alex sighed. He glanced at Aaron, who was lying on his back looking at 
the sky, content to listen to the conversation. Aaron noticed Alex looking at 
him and winked. 

“The point is,” Samheed said, “you don’t know what or who Pan wants 
wings for. That cylinder could be an island filled with statues just like ours. 
Mr. Today probably had a whole secret world next door that he never 
bothered to mention to anybody.” 

Aaron turned his head and glanced at the jungle. “Like that one?” he 
almost said. But he wasn’t sure Alex and the others knew about all the 
creatures in the jungle. Some of them must have seen Panther coming from it 
firsthand. Had none of them ever tried to go there? He doubted it, because 


the rock certainly would have mentioned it the other day when Aaron had 
paid them a visit. 

“T wonder what other business Pan has to attend to that would force her to 
come back here so soon,” said Sky. “Maybe the wingless inhabitant of the 
cylindrical island is dependent on her. After all, she was feeding him.” 

Alex nodded, then stared out over the water, lost in thought. “Is it even 
possible?” he mused after a bit. “The wings?” 

Aaron had been thinking about that as well. Attaching wings to a creature 
and making them come alive couldn’t be all that different from turning a 
vine into a tail. “Sure it is,” he said softly. 

Alex looked curiously at his brother. Aaron seemed so confident—it was 
almost disconcerting. “How do you know?” Alex asked. 

“Yes,” added Lani. “How would you know?” 

Aaron sat up on his elbows, but remained silent for a time. “It’s just... 
it’s logical,” he said, sounding a bit off. “I could make wings work.” The 
others just looked at him. 

“You’re so sure,” prodded Alex. “But you’re not answering the question. 
How do you know? Because I admit I don’t.” 

Aaron flashed Alex a quizzical glance. “Well, how do you not know?” he 
asked. “I try things, and they just . . . happen. But you should know—you’re 
the head mage. You can do anything.” 

“That’s not exactly how it works,” Alex said, sounding defensive. “I 
mean, obviously things come more naturally to you. Like—like accidentally 
turning a scatterclip into a lethal weapon and nearly killing me with it, 
remember that one? Or being able to see out of the secret hallway from the 
moment you first stepped into it. Or killing Gondoleery when none of us 
could do it, or putting Simber back together from a giant pile of sand. . .” 
He trailed off. Impatiently he batted at a lock of hair that had fallen into his 
face. “But apparently the rest of us have to actually learn things, okay? From 
instructors and books. Or by experimenting. And we don’t get it right every 
time.” 

Aaron was sitting up now. “Okay, okay. Sorry,” he said. He wasn’t ready 
to explain how he knew the wings would work. And he didn’t feel like 
arguing that magic didn’t always come naturally to him—he’d worried and 
failed plenty of times, but Alex hadn’t witnessed those moments. 
“Beginner’s luck, I guess,” he said lightly. “I probably don’t know what I’m 
talking about.” 


“Quite right, you don’t,” said Samheed. 

The air prickled uncomfortably. 

Aaron looked down. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 

Alex sighed. “No, it’s all right.” But something in the conversation 
wouldn’t leave him alone. When he’d listed all of Aaron’s seemingly 
effortless feats of magic like that, he’d realized the increasingly broadening 
scope of things Aaron could do. And it was beginning to dawn on him that 
perhaps Aaron was actually much more magical than anyone knew . . . more 
magical than Alex was. The thought made Alex’s insides hurt a little. He 
shifted, adjusting the robe that fastened at his neck. 

The group grew silent again. 

After a while, Aaron excused himself and went inside the mansion, past 
Simber and up the staircase to the balcony. He entered the not secret hallway 
and walked to the end of it, then turned into the kitchenette and got inside 
the tube. He pushed all the buttons at once and found himself in the jungle. 

He sucked in a deep breath of the familiar, musky jungle scent, and let it 
out. Panther bounded over and screamed in his face, and the rock rumbled 
and rolled into sight. 

“Panther has been very anxious to play stay and attack with you again,” 
said the rock in its deep voice. “None of us have heard the end of it.” 

“Ts that right?” Aaron smiled, and his shoulders relaxed. “I can help with 
that.” He picked up a stretch of vine and began shaping it into a spider. It 
was good to be with friends. 





The Big Map 


As the afternoon wore on, Lani and Kaylee went off to the library together 


to look for maps, and Samheed left to talk with Mr. Appleblossom about a 
play he’d started writing. Alex and Sky stayed in the grass, lying on their 
backs and watching a wisp of a cloud pass by slowly overhead. They hadn’t 
had much time alone together in months. 

But Alex was distracted, bothered at first by the conversation with Aaron, 
but then his thoughts turned sharply back to the looming situation with 
Karkinos. “I hope Henry’s all right,” he said. “Maybe I should have gone 
with them.” 

Sky stared at him. “Alex, please. Florence is there. Who could possibly 
offer more protection than Florence?” 

“She’s great as long as she doesn’t get snagged by an eel. Did you hear? 
Multiple eels in these waters, according to the ruler of the sea.” 

Sky smiled. “That’s such a great title,” she said. “Ruler of the sea.” 

“It’s even greater when Spike says it,” said Alex. 

“Spike is a seriously awesome creature. You really did a good job with 
her. I’m glad Pan is there to help her and the other sea creatures.” 

“Sounds like Pan has got as many problems as we do,” said Alex, “with 
those eels working for the pirates and capturing her people.” 


“Her people?” 

Alex laughed and rolled on his side toward Sky. “Her sea people. 
Creatures.” 

“People of the sea,” said Sky, rolling to face Alex. 

They shared a kiss. 

“T’m really liking this whole peace thing,” Alex said, lightly bumping his 
forehead against hers. “And having time to be with you.” 

“Me too,” said Sky. “Both of those. And mostly I’m glad you stopped 
being ridiculous about us being together.” 

“I am dumb; you are smart,” said Alex with a laugh. “At least I’m 
learning.” 

Sky grinned. “At least there’s that,” she agreed. 

They spent hours being lazy, then went to the dining room for a snack. 
There they found Lani and Kaylee standing over a large map that they had 
spread out over one of the tables. 

Lani looked up excitedly. “Kaylee found this map up on the third floor of 
the library—she said her land of America is on it! Come over here and see.” 

Alex and Sky exchanged quizzical glances and hurried over. 

“This map is huge,” said Alex. “Look at all the land.” 

“And the water,” said Sky. “Where is your America, Kaylee?” 

“That’s it,” Kaylee said wistfully. She outlined a portion of land on the left 
half of the enormous map. “It’s this section of the continent of North 
America, called the United States.” She moved her finger to the right. “And I 
live here, along the east coast.” 

“Is that where you ran into the hurricane?” Sky asked. 

“Oh no,” said Kaylee. “I was far from home. You see,” she said, “I’m not 
sure if you know this, but the world is like a ball. This side of the map 
connects to the other side. It’s just lying flat on this paper.” 

“Okay,” Lani said, sounding skeptical. 

“I was in a race—a solo race around the world,” said Kaylee. “All the 
water in the word is connected, you see. It’s kind of like sailing from island 
to island here, only on a much larger scale. 

“The race started in Newport, Rhode Island. From there I headed east 
across the Atlantic Ocean to the coast of Spain.” She pointed to it and traced 
her route. “Then I sailed south around Cape Town, South Africa. Then up to 
Abu Dhabi, and then around India and Singapore and the Philippine Islands 


to South Korea. I had just left there and was on my way to New Zealand 
when the storms hit.” 

“That’s an incredible distance,” marveled Lani, who was using the map’s 
key to figure it out. “You were very far from home.” 

“T was at sea for months,” said Kaylee, “except for restocking supplies in 
the ports. I was the youngest sailor to ever attempt this race alone.” 

“You didn’t have anybody with you at all?” exclaimed Alex. “We’d never 
do that here. Too dangerous.” 

“My instructor and team were in a boat nearby most of the time, following 
me in case anything went wrong. But the rules stated that I had to do 
everything alone.” Kaylee studied the map and shook her head. “I was doing 
fine. I don’t know what went wrong, exactly. The storm came out of 
nowhere, and I got separated from my team. But I’d been in lots of storms 
before. It wasn’t a big deal.” 

“Where were you on this map?” asked Sky. “Maybe we can find our 
island.” 

Kaylee gave a grim smile. “South of Japan, northwest of the Philippines,” 
she said, and touched the spot on the map. “I realize all these place-names 
don’t mean anything to you. But Japan—that’s where the scientists are 
from.” She hesitated, then added, “This area of the sea is also where the 
circus ship had been when it hit a storm. Before it ran ashore on the Island of 
Graves, I mean. I read about it in the ship’s log.” 

Alex took a closer look and pointed to some dots on the map. “There are 
islands there, right? See? Could this cluster be us?” 

Kaylee laid her hand on Alex’s shoulder, realizing he wanted Artimé to be 
on her map almost as much as she did. “Those are islands, yes,” she said 
gently. “But they’re not your islands.” 

Alex frowned. “How do you know?” 

“They’re labeled, see?” 

Alex looked at all of the land around the dots, reading the unfamiliar 
names aloud. 

Sky gave Kaylee a solemn look. “So, have you figured out where we are if 
we’re not on your map?” 

Kaylee shoved her hands in her pockets and sighed. “Yeah, I have, 
actually. It’s been in the back of my mind since the storm, but I didn’t want 
to believe it. However, after reading the ship’s logs I started to reconsider. 


And finding out that a dragon not only exists here, but is the actual ruler of 
the sea? That pretty much solidified it in my mind.” 

Alex and Lani looked up from the map. “Where are we, then?” asked 
Alex. 

“Well,” Kaylee said, pointing to a triangular shape made of faint, dotted 
lines on the map, “I’m afraid we’re lost about a hundred miles south of 
Tokyo in the Devil’s Sea. Also known—dquite fearfully by sailors, I’m afraid 
—as the Dragon’s Triangle.” 


Trouble at Sea 


Henry was glad for the cocoon, which was more like a giant wind sock 


than a chair, because it allowed him to stretch out and relax without fear of 
flying off Spike’s back. He had never gone so fast in his life. His eyes 
watered in the wind, and after a while he just curled up and put his arms over 
his face to shield them. 

“Are you okay?” Florence called out to him. 

He nodded and gave Florence a thumbs-up. 

Before dark, Warbler Island was growing large off to their left. Pan and 
Spike decided to go around the island at a bit of a distance to keep from 
being noticed by anyone there. 

Spike slowed and cleared her blowhole, drenching Henry, though he was 
wet anyway from the sea spray. “Something is not right at Warbler,” she 
said. 

Pan slowed as well and swung her head around to look at the silent island. 
Florence and Henry looked too. 

Pan’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Ships,” she said. 

“In the water?” asked Florence. Neither she nor Henry could see them. 

“Yes,” said Pan. “Lined up around the east side. They’ve moved some of 
their fleet offshore, it appears.” 

Florence looked troubled. “I wonder why?” She thought about the Warbler 
children in Artimé. 

No one had an answer. 


“PI take a closer look on my return,” said Pan. “There are no people on 
board the ships that I can tell, so likely they won’t be going anywhere 
tonight.” They sped up again, anxious to get to their destination. 

With Warbler behind them, the Island of Fire grew larger, and the 
Artiméans and Pan noticed more ships, this time sailing from the pirate 
island toward Warbler. 

Florence pointed them out to Henry, and Spike and Pan changed course to 
make sure their group wasn’t detected. 

“This doesn’t look good,” Florence said to Henry. 

“Tt could be nothing,” Henry said. “Or maybe the pirates are buying more 
slaves, like Copper.” 

“T doubt they would need multiple ships for that,” Florence said. It was 
worrisome. 

The party continued traveling swiftly as darkness fell. Henry curled up 
once more and fell asleep, and Florence sat quietly, thinking about seeing 
Talon again. 

Deep into the night, Spike called out, “Something bad is coming.” 

“What is it, Spike?” asked Pan, her head darting around. “An eel?” 

“Ye-e-s!” Spike yelled, her voice panicky. She jerked. A second later, 
something slithered around her tail. The whale twisted in the water, rousing 
Henry from a deep sleep, and then without warning she jumped into the air 
with the eel wrapped around her. Spike submerged with a giant splash and 
dove deep, trying to shake the eel. Henry hadn’t had time to scream—or 
breathe. 

“Henry!” yelled Florence, sitting up in alarm. 

“Hold on tight, Florence!” Pan commanded. Florence leaned forward and 
held on to Pan’s neck. Together they dove underwater to find him. 

Startled, Henry sucked in seawater and choked as he was dragged inside 
his cocoon at full speed. His lungs and throat burned, and water pressed 
against him like a thousand-pound weight, forcing its way into his mouth 
and nose, pushing against his eardrums and eyeballs. Blind and disoriented, 
Henry wound one arm through the straps of the cocoon and desperately 
swung out with the other, trying to connect with whatever was dragging 
them down. Don’t breathe! he told himself, but his body reacted in its own 
way. 

With no air, Henry sucked in more water until his chest and head 
threatened to explode. Black spots wavered before his eyes. His thoughts 


became dull and jumbled. The pressure was daunting, and he felt himself 
slipping away. Knowing he was drowning, he tried to fight it, tried to strike 
out with his arm again, but he couldn’t get his body to move. Soon both 
arms slacked and the thudding pressure of the water pounded the 
consciousness from him. 

Under the surface of the water, Pan went for the eel’s head. The eel 
dodged and sent out an electric shock, but Pan narrowly avoided it. Then the 
dragon struck out, weaving and striking again, and finally grabbed the eel’s 
face in her mighty jaws. The eel screamed. Pan clamped down hard, 
crushing its sparking head. 

At the eel’s other end, Spike flailed in the water, trying to escape from its 
grip. She saw Pan and Florence and spurred toward them, hoping to move 
closer so they could help her. 

Florence leaned over Spike and hurriedly unwound the trapped eel from 
her tail. “Go!” she cried through the water when Spike was free. The whale 
shot to the surface as fast as she could. 

Still gripping the eel’s head between her teeth, Pan followed Spike to the 
surface so that Florence could help the boy, but the dragging tail of the eel 
thrashed and struck out. As Florence bent over Spike and saw that Henry 
wasn’t moving, the eel slammed into her head with a mighty blow, knocking 
her off Pan’s back. Florence yelled and made a desperate grab for Pan, trying 
not to sink all the way to the bottom of the sea. But Florence’s slick hands 
against the dragon’s slippery scales couldn’t keep their grasp. 

Pan’s tail shot out like an arrow through the water. The dragon wrapped it 
around Florence’s wrist as the eel writhed and churned nearby. It was hard to 
tell which was which in the dark water. Florence grabbed on to Pan’s tail and 
pulled herself up hand over fist to the surface, desperate to see if Henry 
could be revived. 

With a roar, Pan struck out with her claws and speared them through the 
eel’s skin. She opened her jaws wide to get a better grip, exposing rows of 
sharp teeth, and with a sudden movement, she clamped down again and 
chomped off the eel’s head, swallowing it whole. Its body dropped into the 
water, and with a few twists and splashes, it disappeared. 

Florence made it to the surface and hoisted herself onto Pan’s back once 
more. When she was safely steady, she leaned over and began wrestling with 
the cocoon to get Henry out. “Henry!” she shouted, afraid. Was it too late? 

The boy didn’t move. 


ey A 


A Close Call 


Fiorence reached into the cocoon and pulled Henry out. His eyes were 


closed, and he flopped like a bundle of rags in her arms. She ripped off his 
component vest and threw it aside, then squeezed his abdomen and pressed 
on his chest and pounded his back, trying to get him to breathe. She had no 
breath of her own to lend him. 

Pan worried over the scene as Florence tried everything she could think of 
to save Henry. But he didn’t respond, and he didn’t respond, and he didn’t 
respond. 

Finally the dragon spoke. “Let me try,” she said. “Put him on his back and 
open his mouth.” 

Florence turned Henry over, supporting his head. His arms fell to his 
sides. She took his face in her hand and gently opened his mouth. 

Pan turned her neck, bent down, and closed her eyes as if making a wish. 
She blew a slow breath into the boy’s mouth. 

Henry’s chest rose. Pan kept blowing, and then she pulled away and 
opened her eyes, watching him carefully. 

Without warning Henry reared up, coughing and choking, water spewing 
from his mouth. He twisted to one side, Florence supporting him, and 
gagged and gasped until he’d cleared most of the seawater from his lungs. 

Florence looked like she could cry. She turned to Pan. “How did you do 
that?” 


“I didn’t know it would work,” the ruler of the sea said softly. “But 
dragons can do things one wouldn’t expect them to do.” 

Finally Henry stopped choking long enough to speak. “My vest!” he 
rasped. “Florence, where is it?” He coughed again. 

Florence looked around. She’d flung it aside. Where was it? “It’s gone 
now,” she told him. “But there are extra components in the crate in case we 
need them.” 

Henry struggled mightily to sit up next to Florence on Pan’s back. His 
eyes were bloodshot, and his hair stood on end. “No. You don’t understand 
—TI have to have it!” he cried. “The medicine for Karkinos is in there!” 

“What?” cried Florence. 

Alarmed, Spike wasted no time. She dove underwater in search of the 
vest, and Pan ducked her head below the surface to look around, letting her 
tremendously long tail slither through the water in search of it too. 

“I didn’t know that’s where you kept the medicine,” Florence said, 
distraught. “I’m sorry. I thought it was packed with the other supplies.” 

Henry stood on Pan’s back, holding on to Florence’s shoulder, peering 
anxiously at the water even though he could see very little in the darkness. 
“If we don’t find it we’ll have to go get more, but it comes from Ishibashi’s 
island,” he said. “We don’t have time to go all the way back there!” 

Florence put a hand to her forehead as she realized the severity of the 
consequences. “I thought you were dead,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking about 
the vest. I was thinking about you.” 

“Oh, Florence,” Henry said, reaching out to her. “I’m not blaming you. 
Thank you—you saved my life. I just hope . . .” He stared at the water in the 
darkness, waiting. 

Minute after agonizing minute went by. Henry coughed now and then, still 
recovering. He drew strength from his fear and focused only on the water. 
How could Spike or Pan possibly find the vest in the vast, churning waters 
of the sea? 

After a time, Florence detected a ripple in the water’s surface a short 
distance away. “I hope that’s not another eel,” she muttered. 

Henry looked up. 

Pan lifted her head up out of the water as the ripple got closer, and soon 
the tip of Spike’s spike was evident, coming toward them. When the whale 
reached Pan’s side, she rose up, and there, hooked around the base of her 
spike, was the vest. 


“Spike, you found it!” said Florence. 

“Oh, thank goodness,” Henry breathed. “You have no idea what this 
means.” 

Florence reached out to get the vest and handed it to Henry. Anxiously he 
checked the special pocket, and there he found the tin of seaweed, safe and 
sound. He slumped back in relief, then put the vest on and secured it. 

“Well done, Spike,” said Pan, like a queen to her favored subject. 

Spike bowed to her, then turned to Henry. “I am terribly sorry I hurt you,” 
she said. 

Henry stroked the whale’s forehead. “You couldn’t help it,” he said. “And 
I’m all right now. I would have been fine if I’d just taken a breath before we 
went under. I was just surprised.” 

“We all were,” Pan said. “We’re lucky Spike detected the eel coming at us 
when she did or we’d be in much more dire circumstances now.” 

Spike bowed her head humbly and sidled up to the dragon. “We must go,” 
she said. “We have lost too much time.” 

“Are you fit to go again?” Florence asked Henry. 

The boy nodded. His vest was in place and secured, with the container 
inside its pocket. That was all he needed. 

Florence helped Henry climb from Pan’s back onto Spike’s. He slid into 
the cocoon, and when all was well again, the four continued their journey. 





The Dragon’s Triangle 


As Kaylee gazed at the map on the table, Alex, Sky, and Lani looked 


curiously at her. 

“The Dragon’s Triangle?” Alex asked. “What’s that?” 

Kaylee gave him a grim smile. “It’s a mythical place. Or at least that’s 
what I used to think.” 

Sky and Lani exchanged a questioning glance. “We’re not mythical,” Lani 
said. “We’re real.” 

Kaylee continued to explain. “There are a few places in the world—the 
world I came from, I mean—where ships and airplanes have been lost and 
never found. The Bermuda Triangle is one. The Dragon’s Triangle is 
another.” She pointed them out on the map. “In the old days sailors would 
avoid the mysterious waters in those places for fear of being lost for good.” 
She pulled a dining chair out from the table and sat down heavily. “I 
remember studying it before I set out on my journey, knowing I’d be passing 
nearby. A fleet of Japanese military ships disappeared there—here, I mean— 


in the 1950s.” She looked up. “When I saw the Quillitary vehicles on your 
island, I wondered if they’d come from those missing military ships.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “There’s a whole shipload of them sunk off 
Ishibashi’s island.” 

“Pm not surprised to hear that. Some scientists went in search of the 
missing fleet,” Kaylee said. “But they went missing too.” 

“Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato?” guessed Lani. 

“For sure,” said Kaylee, nodding. “I forget the name of their ship, but it 
was well documented.” 

“Oh!” said Alex abruptly. “I saw the name. Some of the letters were 
missing. K-O something number five.” 

Kaylee looked sharply at him. “That’s it! Kaiyo Maru Number Five. You 
saw it? It was Ishibashi’s ship?” 

“That’s what Ishibashi told me,” Alex said. “I transported it from under 
the water and put it on the shore so they could get their stuff if they wanted 
to.” 

“And they did,” said Sky. “Remember the telescope Ishibashi showed 
us?” 


Alex nodded. 
Tears welled up in Kaylee’s eyes for reasons she had trouble articulating. 
“No one has ever returned from a triangle,” she said. “I guess . . .” She 


trailed off, gazing across the dining room deep in thought. “I guess I always 
thought the people had died. And the ships and planes that disappeared were 
at the bottom of the Devil’s Sea, so deep they were unable to be recovered. I 
never imagined there was an actual place where people could survive. . . 
and thrive, even.” 

Sky frowned. “If the scientists are from your world, are you saying that 
it’s possible we all came from there? That we were somehow swept into the 
Dragon’s Triangle? Because I’m pretty sure I wasn’t. I was born on Warbler. 
So was my mother.” 

“Not you specifically,” Kaylee said. “But maybe your ancestors. Your 
grandparents or great-grandparents or who knows how many generations 
ago were lost at sea, succumbing to the grasp of the dreaded triangle. And 
instead of dying, they found themselves here.” 

“Like the people in the vessel?” Sky asked. “Several months agoa...a 
thing fell from the sky and landed in the water.” 

“An airplane,” said Lani. 


“Right,” said Sky. “The people inside were dead, though.” 

Kaylee nodded. “I suspect they came from my world,” she said. “If no one 
on all the seven islands you’ve visited manufactures or flies airplanes, they 
must come from somewhere else, right?” 

“We have parts of airplanes upstairs in the Museum of Large,” Alex said. 
“Mr. Appleblossom and Mr. Today kept them from years ago.” 

Kaylee looked at the others, puzzled. “But I don’t understand something. 
Didn’t anybody ever tell you stories about how they came to be here? Your 
grandparents or anyone?” 

“Not in Quill,’ Lani said. “No storytelling allowed. Or writing things 
down.” 

Kaylee shook her head. “That’s right,” she muttered. “What a strange 
place.” She looked at Sky. “How about you on your island?” 

Sky pointed to the scars on her neck. “We didn’t exactly have a chance to 
talk a lot, and we didn’t have school like the children in Quill did—we just 
worked from the time we were able. But I know my mother and her parents 
were born on Warbler. You’re the only one I know who just showed up here 
and survived.” 

“Well,” Kaylee said, “there are the scientists, too.” 

“Oh yes,” said Sky, “I forgot. They never told us, though—you did.” 

“And Talon, maybe,” suggested Lani. “He said he didn’t remember how 
he arrived on Karkinos, but he’s been there for thousands of years.” 

“Well... ,” Kaylee said, screwing up her face a little as she was about to 
object, but then didn’t see the point in it. 

“And Issie,” Alex said, sitting up. “She’s been looking for her lost baby 
for seven hundred years, remember? I wonder if she was swept into our 
world while she was looking?” 

“And now maybe she’ll never find her child,” Sky said sadly. 

They were silent and thoughtful for a long while as they contemplated the 
origins of everyone they’d met in their tiny, seven-island world. 

Lani’s interest returned to the map. “What’s the name of your. . . of the 
place you came from?” 

Kaylee found the spot for her. “My family is here in a city called 
Manchester-by-the-Sea. It’s part of the state of Massachusetts.” She glanced 
at Lani, who seemed enormously interested. She added, “But my ancestors 
are actually English—from here, across the Atlantic Ocean.” She pointed to 
a piece of land to the right. 


“I wonder where my ancestors lived,” said Lani. “Do you think they were 


English too?” 
Kaylee studied Lani. “Well, if I had to guess, I'd say you’ve got some 
Asian roots, or maybe Polynesian or Hawaiian. .. .” She shrugged, but then 


searched for and pointed out the locations she was mentioning. 

Lani turned to look at Kaylee, incredulous. “How in the world would you 
know that?” 

“Because of the way you look, I guess,” said Kaylee, almost 
apologetically. 

“No way. Seriously?” asked Lani. 

Kaylee nodded. 

This was a foreign concept to all the Artiméans. 

“That is so cool!” said Lani. She brushed her fingers over the Hawaiian 
Islands, and then did the same to the tiny Polynesian islands below. 

“So,” interjected Alex, “people look different depending on where their 
ancestors came from?” 

“Yeah, I guess,” said Kaylee. She was shocked that there were intelligent 
humans who didn’t understand this. But it was true that the people of Artimé 
didn’t have a specific look about them—they had a variety of skin tones and 
hair and eye colors. Which made sense when she thought about how their 
ancestors must have come from all over the world. 

“Where do you think my ancestors are from?” asked Alex, leaning over 
the map. 

Kaylee frowned. “I’m not sure about you. You’re sort of ambiguous. 
Maybe southern Europe, like Italy.” She pointed out the area on the map. 
“But your sisters have different skin and eye color than you and Aaron.” 

“They look like our mother,” said Alex. 

Kaylee had never seen Alex’s mother. “They definitely look more distinct 
with those black eyes, but I don’t know—I’m not actually an expert on this 
or anything.” She chuckled nervously, feeling weird about declaring people’s 
heritages without having any information about them. 

“Yes, but what do you think?” asked Alex. “It’s not like we’ll be mad at 
you if you’re wrong. We’re just curious.” 

“Well,” said Kaylee, giving in, “maybe your mother’s ancestors are from 
Tahiti or somewhere tropical. Or northern Africa, like Morocco.” Kaylee 
soon realized Alex was right, and they’d probably never know the truth, so 
she began to take the whole topic a bit less seriously and started to have fun 


with her predictions. “I’d guess that Sean Ranger has Irish roots, and Carina 
looks Eastern European—maybe Russian. And Samheed has a pretty clear 
Middle Eastern look.” 

“What about my ancestors?” asked Sky. 

“Mexico or South America,” Kaylee guessed. She pointed the places out. 
“You know, there’s a good chance all of you have ancestors from a bunch of 
different countries.” She paused thoughtfully. “Most people in America are 
like that too, actually. People from a lot of different countries moved to 
America in the past few hundred years, so there are a lot of Americans today 
with combined heritages.” 

The friends began to imagine a similar scenario in their world—people 
from the seven islands meeting others on different islands and falling in 
love, and somehow they ended up in a silly conversation about what 
Florence and Talon’s children might look like if they ever had any. 

When the fun died down, Alex was quiet for a minute, and then he 
frowned and turned toward Kaylee. “You said no one ever returns to your 
world from the triangles. But your world is so huge—how would you know 
if one returned or not?” 

“Oh,” Kaylee said, “it would be all over the news channels and the 
Internet in about ten seconds. Nobody would be able to keep a secret like 
that for long.” 

“The Inter-what?” asked Alex. 

Kaylee sighed, looking suddenly weary. “Nothing. Never mind. Nobody’s 
ever returned—you’ ll just have to take my word for it.” 

Lani bit her lip. “So,” she said softly, “now that we know where we are, 
and we know there’s no way back to your world, what can we do to help 
you?” 

Kaylee blinked hard and tried to appear brave. “I think you keep doing 
what you’ve been doing all along. We make the best world we can, wherever 
we are. Because the next person to end up here will definitely be just as sad 
as I am right now.” She looked at the others. “But at least there’s a chance 
they can be sad with friends.” 





Aaron’s Last Secret 


When Aaron returned through the tube after many hours spent in the 


jungle playing stay and attack with Panther, the kitchenette and hallway 
were dark. He stayed in the tube for a moment, looking at the buttons in the 
dim light from the window. Would the button to Haluki’s house work now 
that the tube had been destroyed in the fire? What would happen if he tested 
it? 

He was tempted to try them all out individually. Indeed if he had been 
feeling reckless, he might have. But now he had creatures and people 
counting on him. What if he pushed the button that led to the broken tube on 
Ishibashi’s island and he got stuck somewhere in the invisible in-between? 
There weren’t many things more frightening to Aaron than disappearing into 
thin air, never to be seen again. 

He stepped out, thinking of his scientist friends. He was growing more 
and more anxious to go back. It seemed like a perfect time to leave now that 
the Quillens were settled in their little housing rows. 

Aaron’s footsteps echoed down the wide hallway. Seeing light streaming 
from under the door that led to Alex’s living quarters, Aaron stopped and 
knocked. 

“Come in,” Alex called. 


Aaron opened the door and stepped inside. “Hi,” Aaron said. “Am I 
disturbing you?” 

Alex looked up from the small desk, where books lay scattered about. On 
the floor were three or four tottering piles of them. “No, come in. Have a 
seat.” Alex shoved the hair off his forehead and pushed his chair back. He 
wore the slightly dazed look of someone who had just returned to real life 
after having been lost in another world for hours. 

Aaron’s expression was similar. He sat on the bed. “Sorry about earlier.” 

“It’s okay,” said Alex. “It’s actually really great that you’re so naturally 
magical. I mean, I know I’d be dead if it weren’t for you. You saved me. 
And Artimé. I shouldn’t have gotten so defensive about it.” 

“Everybody fought hard,” Aaron said, shrugging off the compliment. “I 
just got lucky.” 

“It’s more than luck,” Alex said. “I guess I’m a bit jealous that it comes so 
easily to you.” 

“It doesn’t, actually, but whatever,” said Aaron lightly. He changed the 
subject. “How’s everything in the new Quill? Or are we calling everything 
Artimé now?” 

“We’ll keep it Quill, I think,” said Alex. “It’s confusing otherwise, isn’t 
it?” 

Aaron nodded. “Too confusing. Besides, the Quillens won’t call it Artimé, 
so why fight them on it?” 

“Good point. It’s settled, then.” Alex folded his hands in his lap and tipped 
his chair back to balance on two legs. “What other crises can we solve 
today?” 

Aaron glanced around the room, catching his reflection in the large mirror 
on Alex’s wall. Mirrors still startled Aaron at times, even in his own room, 
so he’d covered his up with paper. Now, though, he looked at his reflection 
and touched the scruff on his chin absently, studying it. There were some 
scratchy bits among the soft fuzz now, and he could see that the scratchy bits 
were as black as his sisters? eyes. “We look like our father,” he said. 

“Unfortunately,” Alex said with a wry grin, but the humor was lost on 
Aaron. 

Aaron turned abruptly. “I was wondering ... The reason I’ve come... 
Well, um, first, is everything going as it should?” 

“How do you mean?” asked Alex. 

“With Quill. Have I fulfilled my end of the agreement?” 


Alex let his chair rest on all four legs. He leaned forward. “Yes,” he said. 
“Of course you have. More than.” 

Aaron studied his brother, and found it suddenly difficult to speak. “If it’s 
all right with you, then, I’d like to go back to the Island of Shipwrecks,” he 
said. 

Alex’s mouth twitched. He let out a sigh. “Oh,” he said. “Well, sure.” He 
stood abruptly and swung around to stand behind the chair, putting his hands 
on the back of it and leaning forward. “That is, if you really want to. You... 
you don’t have to. You know that, right? I—we like having you here. Most 
of us, anyway.” 

Aaron dropped his gaze. “I know. I’d like to go, though. Ishibashi must be 
worried about me by now—it’s been months. So if we could leave as soon as 
it’s convenient for you to take me there, well, that would be good.” 

Alex was quiet. “Sure,” he said. After a minute he nodded. “We can leave 
once we hear back from Pan to make sure Henry made it to the Island of 
Legends all right. Does that sound okay?” 

Aaron gave a sharp nod. He stood up. “Thanks,” he said. “It’s been. . . 
nice. I mean, well, you know. Good spending time with you, anyway. 
And... and the girls.” He cleared his throat. “But yes, it’s time I go.” He 
took a step toward the door. 

“Okay,” Alex said, his voice strangely hollow. 

At the door, Aaron hesitated. He desperately wanted to tell Alex about the 
jungle, but at the same time he desperately wanted to wait until the last 
possible minute so that he would be long gone by the time Alex made his 
first visit there. Yes, it was cowardly leaving Alex to explain to Panther and 
the rock that the person they thought was Mr. Today’s successor was really a 
fraud. But Aaron couldn’t bear to do it. The more time he spent with his 
jungle friends, the more Aaron knew he could never tell them the truth. 

“Is something wrong?” Alex asked. 

Aaron closed his eyes briefly, pained. Then he met Alex’s gaze once more 
and shook his head. “No, nothing. Good night, brother.” He left the room, 
closing the door quietly behind him. 

“Good night, friend,” Alex said softly, and stared at the door, feeling 
empty. After a moment he sat down at the desk, turned back to his open 
book and closed it, and put out the light. 


Return to the Island of Legends 


The hours of the night passed smoothly. Before the sun rose, Spike could 


sense Karkinos’s nearness in the waters. She adjusted her direction. 
“Karkinos is moving quickly toward the danger of the waterfall,” said Spike 
in a worried voice. “He is far from where he is supposed to be.” 

“He is a long distance from where I saw him last,” said Pan, lifting her 
head high in the air and straining her eyes. “We must move swiftly!” 

Spike lowered her head and put all she had into increasing her speed. Pan 
stayed with her. Florence hung on and leaned forward in anticipation while 
Henry slept. Florence would wake him when it was time. 

It wasn’t long before they came upon the giant squid, which normally 
lived under the crab’s protection, out in the open sea. He was agitated. Spike 
slowed for a moment to speak with the sea creature, and the animated 
conversation roused Henry. As soon as Spike finished talking, she sped up 
once more. The squid followed as quickly as he could, but fell behind. 

“The crab no longer has strength to fight the current,” Spike informed the 
others. “He is moving faster toward the waterfall. He is still alive, according 
to the squid.” 

Henry sat up and gripped the tin through the fabric of his vest. “We have 
to make it,” he said. “We have to. Do they know what they are in for?” 

Pan edged ahead of the whale. “When I discovered what happened to your 
ship, I informed Talon of the dangers.” 

“Lets hope they’re anchoring everybody to the island,” Florence 
muttered. She looked at Henry. “How long before the medicine works?” 


“Fairly quickly . . . I think,” said Henry, remembering the sea turtle that 
Ishibashi had healed. “But it won’t fully restore his strength immediately. 
It’ll keep him from dying. Whether or not he’ll be able to resist the current is 
something we’ll have to find out.” 

“Pan, can you go any faster?” asked Florence. 

“Perhaps a bit,” said Pan. 

Florence thought for a long moment. “Here’s what we’re going to do,” she 
said. “Henry, crawl out of your cocoon and give me your hand. I’m going to 
pull you over here with me.” 

“Okay,” said Henry, feeling a bit uncertain about jumping from one 
creature to another at this ridiculous speed. He began climbing out. 

“Pan,” Florence went on, “once Henry’s over here, can you push yourself 
to your top speed? Then Spike can follow and meet us there.” 

“Your idea is wise,” said Pan. 

“T agree,” said Spike. “I will try to hurry so that I can explain to Karkinos 
what is happening. I can go faster when fully submerged, so perhaps I will 
keep up all right.” 

“Perfect.” Florence held her hand out to Henry. He grabbed it tightly, 
closed his eyes, and jumped. Florence pulled him in front of her and he 
landed hard on the dragon’s back. “Have you got the medicine?” she asked. 

He tapped his vest. “I have it.” 

“Hit it, Pan!” Florence shouted. 

Pan wasted no time. She pulled ahead, and soon they were speeding faster 
than before. 

Spike disappeared under the water, but an occasional splash behind them 
assured Henry and Florence that the whale was nearby. 

Finally, as the sun rose, Henry and Florence could see the island not far 
off. Pan put forth an extra burst of speed. 

“Henry,” said Florence, “go straight to Karkinos’s mouth and give him the 
medicine. I’ll try to help from land and explain everything to the others. I 
hope I can find them. . . .” She trailed off, worried, and peered around the 
side of the dragon to see if she could find the telltale glint of bronze coming 
from Talon’s body. But he was not near the shore. 

“Listen,” Henry said as they approached the crab island’s shore. “The 
waterfall. Can you hear it?” 

Florence stood up on the dragon’s back and looked beyond Karkinos. “I 
see it,” she said. “Pan, do you feel the waters pulling you?” 


“The sea is not too strong for the one who rules it,” Pan said. She angled 
and pulled up alongside one of the twin reefs made by Karkinos’s claws. 

Florence and Henry exchanged a worried look. Simber, Spike, and the 
squirrelicorns pulling the ship’s ropes couldn’t stop their ship from tumbling 
over the waterfall at the edge of the world. How were the four of them 
supposed to save an entire island? They were dangerously close to disaster. 

Florence reached down to help Henry stand so that as soon as Pan was 
close enough to the claw reef, he could jump off and run to Karkinos’s head 
with the medicine. “Ready?” she asked. 

Henry nodded. “Ready!” he said. And when Pan slowed and unfurled her 
tail, Henry ran down the length of it, slipping a bit but catching himself, all 
the way to the reef. He jumped off the dragon’s tail when it grew too thin 
and sped up the claw to the mainland. 

As he ran, he fumbled with his vest pocket, whispering the secret word 
that would unlock it. He pulled out the tin and held it tightly in his hand as 
he rounded the shell and came up to the crab’s enormous eyeballs, perched 
on their eyestalks. A thin, sickly film covered them. 

Florence was not far behind. “Talon!” she shouted. “Lhasa! Are you 
here?” There was no answer. “They must be trying to secure the others to the 
island,” she said, worried. She walked to the edge of the wooded area and 
peered down a path. 

Henry knelt near the crab’s face. Karkinos’s mouth was under water. 
“Karkinos, it’s Henry from Artimé. I have medicine that can help you. Can 
you lift your head?” 

The crab didn’t move. 

Henry turned to look over his shoulder. “Florence, we have a problem!” 
he called out. “He doesn’t understand me. Pan, can you help?” And then he 
spotted Spike arriving. “Spike!” he cried. But Pan and Spike had other plans 
as they called for the help of Issie the sea monster and began to push against 
the moving island. 

The rushing of the waterfall grew louder. Henry could see clouds of mist 
rising from it and feel its dampness on his skin. Florence hadn’t heard him. 
She disappeared among the trees. 

“Spike!” Henry called again. 

The whale looked up. 

“Can you talk to Karkinos? See if he can lift his mouth out of the water so 
the medicine doesn’t wash away!” 


Spike left Pan’s side and disappeared under the water. A moment later 
Spike surfaced. “He is not responding,” she said. 

“But I need to ask him a very important question!” Henry shouted, 
beginning to panic. What was he to do if Karkinos wasn’t able to respond? 
Forego the medicine and plunge over the waterfall with all the others? He 
thought about Ishibashi and the injured turtle on the Island of Shipwrecks. 
Ishibashi hadn’t asked permission of the turtle. Was that because it was an 
animal? If so, did that mean Henry could administer the seaweed to 
Karkinos the crab for the same reason? Hadn’t Ishibashi mentioned only 
needing permission from humans? He was quite sure that was the case. But 
Karkinos seemed almost human compared to the turtle. 

Henry looked at the mist rising from the waterfall. He didn’t know what to 
do—all he knew was that they were all counting on him. “Can you pry open 
his mouth?” 

Spike nodded and turned around in the water, then tipped to one side and 
aimed her spike at the crab’s mouth just under the surface of the water. 
Slowly she moved forward, her eyes nearly rolling back in her head as she 
strained to see what she was doing. 

“That’s it,” said Henry. “Just a little more. Wiggle it a bit. Now angle your 
spike upward to pry his mouth open so I can climb in. Careful not to pierce 
him.” 

The whale obliged. 

As the crab’s jaws opened, Henry looked inside. Water flooded into the 
mouth. “How am I going to do this?” he muttered. 

“We must hurry!” Pan called out. She strained against the crab’s shell, her 
tail spinning like a propeller in the water. Issie pushed alongside her, but the 
two together could only slow down the island’s progress—they needed to 
reverse it. 

Henry looked inside the crab’s mouth again. “Hold it open, Spike. I’m 
going inside.” 

Without another word, Henry slipped into the churning water, hanging on 
tightly to the edge of the crab’s shell so the current wouldn’t wash him away. 
He reached out and grabbed the bottom of Karkinos’s mouth, trying to avoid 
cutting himself on the various chewing appendages. With a splash, he swung 
himself inside. But with the crab’s mouth propped open, water washed in 
and out. It could take the magic seaweed with it. 

Henry’s heart thundered inside his chest. He knew what he had to do. 


“Let go, Spike,” he said. “Let his mouth close. He won’t swallow me... . 
I don’t think so anyway. And when I yell, pry it open again. Okay?” 

Spike didn’t ask questions. “I will do that, Henry.” 

Before Henry knew it, the crab’s mouth was closing around him. He 
sucked in a breath as his world grew dark, and when the jaw clamped shut, 
Henry sat inside, trying to get his bearings. The water sloshed around his 
shoulders, and the briny smell of impending death inside was horrid. Despite 
the bubble of air above the water, Henry began to panic. 

Just take it easy, Henry told himself. Get the job done. He forced himself 
to stay calm. After a moment, he began feeling around the pod he was in, 
wondering if there was a way for him to get Karkinos to swallow some of 
the water so he could press the seaweed into the side of the crab’s mouth. 
Cautiously he pushed down, half scooting, half swimming, toward the back 
of the crab’s mouth, then pounded on his palate, trying to stimulate the 
swallowing mechanism. With one particularly sharp blow, Karkinos’s head 
reared back, sending Henry tumbling and splashing toward his throat. 

Henry gasped and reached out blindly, clinging by one hand to a section 
of teeth, nearly dropping the tin of seaweed, but managing to hang on. Water 
rushed past him, and when the crab’s head settled, there was only a little bit 
of water remaining inside his mouth. As soon as Henry felt certain the crab 
wasn’t going to swallow again, he dropped down and hurried to open the tin. 

The seaweed glowed, shedding a tiny bit of light in the moist pod. Henry 
knelt down and felt around the briny sludge of the crab’s mouth for a place 
to pack the medicine where it could be absorbed. He soon found a slippery 
fold of tissue near the crab’s cheek . . . or whatever it was called. Quickly he 
pulled half of the glowing seaweed out of the tin and pushed it into the 
space, spreading it out for maximum exposure and packing it down as tightly 
into the fold as he could. 

He felt his way over to the other side of the crab’s mouth and did the 
same. “Come on, Karkinos,” he breathed. He shook the tin upside down to 
get the remaining bits out, hoping it was enough for the enormous creature. 

There was nothing more Henry could do but wish. And he could do that 
just as well outside of the giant crab’s mouth. He shouted to Spike through a 
tiny space near the feeding appendages and waited. He could hear the 
churning water and the shouts of Pan and Florence outside. “Spike!” he cried 
out again. “Open up!” Now that he had done the job, he was more anxious 
than ever to get out of Karkinos’s disgusting mouth. 


“I am coming, Henry!” Spike shouted. 

Henry jiggled impatiently. 

“No, Spike!” Pan called out. “I need you! We must all push together now 
or we’ll never get out of the waterfall’s grasp. Hold on, Henry! Everyone, 
push to the northeast with all your might!” 

Henry’s heart sank at the words. “Okay,” he managed to say. He slumped 
against the crab’s mouth opening, watched the seaweed glow, and tried not 
to gag at the stench. He could feel the crab’s mouth slime drip onto him from 
above. He hoped he wouldn’t run out of air. More importantly, though, at the 
moment at least, was his hope that Karkinos wouldn’t go sailing over the 
waterfall headfirst with Henry trapped inside his mouth. 

There were so many things to worry about, and Henry sat there, helpless 
to do anything. He wished he could see. And then he remembered he had a 
highlighter right in his pocket. He lit it at half power and looked around at 
the algae on Karkinos’s teeth and the sea worms crawling along the crab’s 
cheek. His stomach gurgled. Quickly he put the light out again. 
“Disgusting,” he muttered. “Really wish I hadn’t seen that.” 

From outside he heard Florence shout. “Hang on, Henry!” she thundered. 
“We’re going over the edge!” 

Henry’s heart flew to his throat. 

And then the giant crab’s mouth began to churn. 





A Clattering Reunion 


Henry froze as the crab’s muscles rippled under him, sending the seaweed 


tin tumbling to the back of his mouth and Henry scrambling for a sharp 
upper tooth to hang on to. Then Karkinos opened his mouth, and water 
rushed in over Henry’s head. He could barely hold on, and he couldn’t 
escape. When the water rushed back out, Henry coughed and sputtered and 
looked out over the edge of the waterfall as he dangled above it from 
Karkinos’s tooth. 

“Aaaaaaah!” screamed Henry. “Help!” 

Pan shouted unintelligibly, and the crab began shaking. Spike was yelling 
too, and Issie and even the squid had joined them by now, everyone using all 
of their strength to stop the crab from plummeting over the waterfall. It 
inched forward, then somehow moved two inches backward. Then forward 
again. Then three inches backward, the crab’s body beginning to hum. 
Karkinos was coming alive. 

His claws snapped once, twice, and his body swiveled in the water, Henry 
swinging with it. Soon the crab was scooting backward, and with the help of 


all the other sea creatures, Karkinos began inching against the tremendous 
pressure of the current. 

“He’s doing it!” Henry shouted once he could catch a breath. “Karkinos is 
alive! And he’s paddling! Everybody, don’t give up—now’s the moment! 
Give it everything you’ve got!” 

With another giant rush of seawater coming into Karkinos’s open mouth, 
Henry lost his grip on the crab’s tooth. He dropped underwater and surfaced, 
trying to swim back to the tooth, but a wave struck him. Henry was washed 
outside of Karkinos’s mouth and into the churning sea. The boy surfaced and 
sputtered, grabbing and grasping at anything he could reach, lest he be swept 
away. 

Once Karkinos realized what it was that he’d just spat out, he picked 
Henry out of the water with his giant claw. Henry gratefully hung on to catch 
his breath, then climbed onto the reef and crawled his way to shore. When he 
looked up toward the center of the island, he saw Talon, wings engaged, 
flying above Vido the golden rooster’s perch in the tallest tree. Talon pulled 
on a rope that was attached to the island. 

Hearing Henry’s news brought new life to the strange crew, and they dug 
in harder than ever, finding extra strength from the encouragement. With a 
shattering groan and a hearty grunt, Karkinos paddled and pushed with the 
bit of life he’d regained, and soon the entourage was making even more 
headway. 

“You’ve got it!” Florence shouted, paddling with a tree trunk she’d pulled 
from the woods nearby. “Keep going! Due north will get you out of the pull 
of the current faster. Good work everybody!” 

Henry found a big stick and started paddling too. 

The island moved. And it moved. Foot by foot and yard by yard, Karkinos 
reached deep under the surface and swept his broad claws like enormous 
oars, his legs like gondoliers’ rémos, and pulled himself along with the help 
of his comrades and friends. One minute at a time they fought the current 
together, almost certain they could never make it, but pressing on all the 
same, until at last they had gained significant ground. Victory was in sight. 

But was it in reach? The creatures were exhausted, and some of them fell 
away for a long moment to rest. Without the full crew, Karkinos strained and 
grew still, and the island slowed to a stop. “Come on!” cried Henry. “We 
can’t stop now! We’re almost there!” 


The sea creatures rallied, and Karkinos stirred and began paddling again, 
and they all pressed on once more until they regained momentum. Finally 
the crab’s inhabitants found themselves outside the realm of danger. A shout 
of victory rose up among the trees and from the sea. 

Pan slipped away. The water rippled over her head as she sped back to 
Artimé alone. The remaining creatures continued to help Karkinos journey 
back to his usual spot in the sea. 

When Talon was certain the island was safe, he dropped his rope and flew 
down to the center of the island to free the creatures he’d tied down for 
safety. Not long after, the shiny bronze man emerged from the forest looking 
awfully anxious. He was followed by Lhasa, Bock, and a handful of 
dropbears. There was also a strange blurry creature Florence had never seen 
before, bringing a nasty smell along with him, but he immediately dashed 
behind some brush and disappeared. 

But Florence only had eyes for one. 

When Talon caught sight of Florence, he faltered. 

She dropped her tree oar into the water. 

Talon ran to her. He picked her up in the air, or at least he tried to, for she 
was admittedly very heavy, and he swung her around, which, to be technical, 
was a bit more like dragging her feet through the sand. And then he dipped 
her low and leaned in, staggering slightly, and she wrapped her arms around 
his neck to keep from falling. And with a loud clank, Talon kissed Florence 
soundly on the lips for all the island and sea creatures to see. 


ey A 


A Night Journey 


When Pan arrived on the shore of Artimé that evening, Alex, Simber, and 


Sky hurried to meet her and hear the news of Karkinos. 

“Ts everything all right?” Alex asked. “You’re back so soon—are Florence 
and Henry okay?” 

“Henry and Florence are well,” said Pan, “and Karkinos appears to be 
reacting favorably to the medicine. He was able to help us when we needed 
him most. If Henry hadn’t acted so quickly, all of us would have gone over 
the waterfall. It was a very close call.” 

“Oh no,” said Sky. “How horrible! I’m so glad that didn’t happen.” 

“Ts the island back in safe waterrrs?” Simber asked. 

“Yes,” said Pan. “The inhabitants and sea creatures will continue to help 
Karkinos stay in his usual position in the sea over the next few days while 
Henry monitors the crab’s health. I fear the crab may have strained himself 
with all the exertion.” 

Pan’s tail curled and uncurled in the water behind her. “And I must tell 
you that we saw unmanned ships anchored in the water on the east side of 
Warbler Island, and some traveling from the Island of Fire to Warbler as 
well. On my return, nothing had changed at Warbler, and I saw no ships in 
transit. Perhaps there is some sort of trade going on between the two 
islands.” She glanced over her shoulder at the sound of a splash in the water, 
but it was only a fish jumping. “It seemed odd,” she went on, “but I didn’t 


see a reason to suspect anything more at this time. I will keep an eye on 
them the next time I travel that way.” 

Alex looked concerned. “Warbler has given us a lot of trouble in the past. 
Thanks for watching out for us. Perhaps Simber will have to make a trip in 
that direction soon to have a look.” 

“Tt never hurts to be cautious,” said Pan, but her mind was elsewhere. She 
glanced anxiously toward the east. 

“Thank you, Pan,” said Alex. “You’ve been such a great help.” He paused. 
“Now that we’ve done what we could for Karkinos, Pd like to help you. 
Perhaps you could tell me what sort of wings you need? I don’t know if I can 
make them, but I’d like to try, at least.” 

Pan looked at the young man thoughtfully. “Magical wings, you mean?” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

Pan regarded Sky and Simber as if she were not quite sure she could trust 
them with a secret, and then she looked over her shoulder at the sea before 
leaning in toward Alex. “I must show you,” she said softly. “Come with me. 
I will return you to this spot by daybreak.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. Did he dare go off with the dragon alone without 
knowing where she was taking him? But why wouldn’t he? She had helped 
them so generously, he couldn’t say no. Perhaps I should ask Aaron to join 
me, he thought. But then he frowned—he was the head mage of Artimé. He 
didn’t need Aaron’s help. Alex looked at Simber, who of course had heard 
the conversation. The cat narrowed his eyes but nodded once. Sky nodded 
more vigorously. 

“All right,” Alex said to Pan, just as quietly. “How do you want me to, 
ah... climb on, exactly?” he said, looking up at the dragon’s back. 

Pan’s tail slithered around and picked up Alex, depositing him in a sitting 
position. “We shall return,” Pan said to Sky and Simber. “Do not fear.” She 
turned her head to regard Alex. “Hold on very tightly to the folds of skin at 
the base of my neck, where the scales are worn away,” she said. 

Alex did as he was told. He leaned forward as she began to move, and a 
moment later Pan was skating across the water, propelled by her tail. On the 
open sea, Pan sailed over the waves at a breathtaking speed that Alex had 
never experienced before. He pressed his face against the dragon’s neck and 
hung on tightly, keeping his eyes closed as his skin rippled from the force of 
the wind. Before Alex could imagine they were anywhere close to the island, 


Pan slowed. Alex opened his eyes and saw the towering cylinder in front of 
him. 

Pan’s tail snaked under Alex’s arms and encircled his chest, then lifted the 
mage into the air, suspending him above the water. She sank the claws of her 
front feet into the island wall, and in an awkward jerking fashion began to 
climb, holding Alex completely still in the air all the while. 

“Whoa,” he whispered as the height grew dizzying. He gripped Pan’s tail 
around his chest. 

“Do not be afraid,” Pan said. “I’m going to set you on the top edge of the 
island between two spikes. Hold on and don’t fall in, whatever you do.” 

“Or out, I suppose,” Alex said weakly. 

“That could be nearly as painful,” Pan agreed. She clung to the side of the 
island and lifted her tail as high as it could go. She set Alex down on the rim 
of the crown. “All right?” she asked, loosening her hold on him but not 
letting go. 

Alex grabbed on to the spiked crown and planted his feet. His knees 
quaked. “All right,” he said. 

“Don’t worry about any noises you may hear,” said Pan. “They can’t get 
to you.” 

Alex gripped the wall tighter. “They?” he whispered. His heart thudded. 

Swiftly Pan whipped her tail around another spike in the island’s crown 
and took several large steps up the wall until she was halfway to the top. 
Then she sank her claws in and clung to the wall once more, letting her tail 
drop into the sea like she had done when Alex and Sky first met her. She 
pulled up several fish and flung them over the top of the crown. 

Alex turned his head to watch the fish sail overhead and into the island. 
He was still fearful, and he almost didn’t want to know what sort of 
creatures Pan was feeding, but curiosity won out. As long as it wasn’t a 
bunch of saber-toothed gorillas, he figured he could handle it. He turned his 
head and peered down as Pan fished some more. 

The inside of the island was like a pit. Alex couldn’t see very far down. In 
the darkness he could only make out a few strange shadows. But when the 
fish made a splash in the bottom of it, there was a mad scramble and several 
roars, followed by a few flashes of fire that disappeared immediately. 

There’s water inside the island? And fire, too? thought Alex. He glanced 
at Pan, and then back down into the island pit. Could it be? 


Pan gathered up another tail full of fish and flung them into the pit, and 
the sounds followed as before. She repeated the act twice more, and then 
wrapped her tail around a crown point and pulled herself up to the top. 

Alex looked at her, wide-eyed. “I’m sorry, Pan, but I have to ask—what 
horrible-sounding creature are you keeping down there that you want me to 
give the ability to fly?” he said. “Do you seriously want me to provide world 
access to a roaring beast like that? How can I? Wouldn’t it put my people in 
danger?” He couldn’t imagine that Pan would want to unleash anything 
horrible. Had he judged her wrongly after all? 

Pan gave Alex the most heartfelt, sorrowful look he’d ever seen her 
express. And then she looked in all directions as if making sure no enemies 
were near. Satisfied, she turned her face up to the sky, opened her mouth, 
and blew fire into the air. 

At first Alex didn’t know what she was doing. But then he realized she 
was providing light for him. Slowly his eyes left hers and he leaned over the 
edge to look down inside the cylindrical island. 

And when he focused on the scene below, he gasped and nearly lost his 
balance. “Oh my,” he whispered. “What in the world do we have here?” 





Pan’s Sobering Predicament 


Alex stared into the cylinder. The water came up two-thirds of the way, and 


several large rocks broke through the surface. With the light flickering 
overhead and the long shadows falling all around, it took Alex a moment to 
understand what he was looking at. Things moved over the rocks. 

The light went out. “These are my children,” said Pan. Fire sparked again 
from below. 

Alex looked up at her. “Your children?” he repeated. He looked down, 
fascinated as flashes of young dragon faces popped up and disappeared. 
“How many are there? Are they dangerous? How long have you—” 

A low warning rumble came from Pan’s throat. 

Alex closed his mouth. “I’m sorry,” he said, knowing Pan kept her secrets 
closely guarded. He imagined she would tell him as little as possible—and 
she didn’t like to be asked. 

The dragon shifted on the wall. Her tail snaked down into the pit and she 
gently caressed the dragons’ faces with it. “No one must know about them.” 

“Why not?” Alex asked, even though he tried not to. 

Pan looked at Alex sharply. “Because of the pirates.” 

Alex glanced down at the young creatures as he pieced the information 
together. The pirates had been caging and selling sea creatures . . . but to 


whom? And young coiled water dragons must be very valuable to them if 
Pan was afraid enough to keep them hidden inside this island. 

Pan looked all around cautiously, then lit up the night again so Alex could 
see the dragons’ features more clearly. Each was about the size of an adult 
human, and they sported a variety of hues. One was the color of flame, one 
the shade of a forest, one as icy blue as a wolf’s eyes, and two were a deep 
purple like the sky before a rainstorm. One of the purple dragons had a 
golden stripe down its back. All five had iridescent scales that sparkled 
beautifully in the firelight. 

“You want them to fly? All five of them?” Alex said, rubbing his chin. “Is 
that so they can escape from the pirates?” 

Pan frowned and the rumble returned. 

Alex shrank back. He couldn’t seem to stop asking questions. “I’m sorry,” 
he said again. He thought long and hard about what role he should play. 
Would he risk anyone’s life by offering to make wings for the dragons? 
“Pan,” he said cautiously, “before I can agree to give wings to these dragons, 
I have to know if they will harm anybody. I hope you can understand why I 
need to know this.” 

Pan bowed her head. “Yes, of course I do,” she said quietly. “And I realize 
the strength and power my children carry. While I cannot predict their future 
actions, I have raised them to follow in my ways. They will not harm anyone 
who contains more good than evil.” 

More good than evil. What an interesting directive. Alex looked into Pan’s 
eyes and saw the honesty within them. He marveled that dragons could 
possess the ability to sense a person’s goodness or evilness. It seemed to 
Alex that creatures like this could be a real asset to the world. 

“All right,” he said. “I’ll help you. You don’t have to tell me anything else 
unless you wish to. I’m giving you my full trust.” 

“The less you know, the less you can reveal,” said Pan. “My secrets are 
for your safety as well as mine and my children’s.” She paused and added, 
“Please—know that I am extremely grateful for your help, and . . . and it is 
quite humbling for the ruler of the sea to be in need of it.” She bowed her 
head slightly, gazing down at the young dragons. “Would you like to meet 
them? They will not harm you.” 

“Oh.” Alex’s eyes flickered, and his heart pounded in his chest. “Yes, of 
course,” he said. The words came out thin with a whoosh of air. “You’Il pull 
me out if anything . . . happens?” He began to sweat, thinking of being stuck 


in that pit with five dragons. But then he banished the thought. He had to see 
them up close. There was no way he could make wings for a creature he 
hadn’t seen or touched with his own hands. 

“Nothing will happen,” Pan said. “But I will keep a hold on you with my 
tail and I won’t let you go.” 

Alex nodded and tried to take a deep breath, but his lungs weren’t 
cooperating. “Pll need to see them up close,” he said, “and touch their 
scales. Would that be all right?” Alex’s hands automatically went to his 
pockets to see what sort of components he had with him, just in case 
something went horribly wrong. 

“T expected that,” said Pan. “Yes, you may touch them, but greet them first 
with a closed fist so they can smell you.” 

A sickening chill ran through Alex and both his fists closed reflexively, 
but he didn’t dare ask Pan another question. He could only trust that she 
would keep him safe and not let them eat him. 

“Climb on my back and hold on to my neck,” said Pan. Alex obliged, and 
soon Pan began the awkward trek down the inside of the cylindrical island 
with Alex clinging to and swinging from her neck. 

Soon she settled into the water with the young dragons, which climbed 
over her tail and blew tiny blasts of fire from their throats. 

Alex dodged the fire and hung on tightly to Pan’s neck, just out of the 
young dragons’ reach. He lit a highlighter so he could study them—their 
structure and skin, their coloring, their proportions and center of balance, 
and the way they moved. He put the highlighter behind his ear to hold it 
steady, pulled out his notebook and produced a pencil from it, and eased 
over to a small rock ledge above Pan’s back so he could sit and sketch. 

While Alex carried out his job, Pan began to speak in a strange, soothing 
language that he didn’t understand. But clearly the young dragons 
understood it, for they soon settled down and stopped their attempts at 
breathing fire. 

After a while, Alex looked up from his notebook. “Could I see the orange 
one a bit closer, please?” he asked. 

Pan called the orange dragon to her, and when the young thing drew near, 
Pan wrapped her tail around its legs, picked it up, and moved it to Alex’s 
side. She looked at the mage. “She won’t hurt you. Mind the spines, though. 
They’re quite sharp.” 


Alex looked warily at the ridge of spikes that rippled down the dragon’s 
back, and noted them in his sketch. “Hello,” he said to it, and put his fist out, 
remembering to greet her first before doing anything else. “I’m, uh, I’m 
Alex.” He tried not to tremble. 

The orange dragon turned her oversized face toward Alex and tilted her 
head, bringing her nose nerve-wrackingly close to Alex’s hand. After a 
moment she pulled away. Apparently she accepted Alex, or at least she 
didn’t seem intent on eating him. 

Alex stared at her, memorizing the landscape of her body and noting there 
was no plume of scales bursting from her head, like Pan had. The young 
dragon’s scales didn’t cover her body—instead they were found in large 
patches, with bare skin in between. 

Alex strained his neck to look closer, and then glanced at Pan. “Is it all 
right... ?” 

“It is,” said Pan. 

Tentatively Alex reached out to touch the dragon’s side next to a patch of 
shimmering scales. The snakelike skin wasn’t slimy like he’d expected. It 
was soft and pliable. Silky, but thickly so, and it hung a bit loose on the 
dragon’s frame as if the dragon were still growing into it. A few scales 
dangled and came away in Alex’s hand. Perhaps they would be useful. He 
glanced at Pan again. “May I take some scales from each dragon to use for 
their wings?” he asked Pan. 


“You may.” 

“And will they... ,” Alex began, then hesitated to ask Pan another 
question, but he needed to know the answer. “Will they grow to be as big as 
you?” 


Pan hesitated. “Yes,” she answered after a moment. “Eventually.” 

“Then their wings will have to grow along with them,” Alex muttered, 
jotting down notes and then sizing up Pan in comparison to the young 
orange. “Perhaps twenty times over,” he muttered, “or they won’t be able to 
fly when they’re bigger. Unless I make them oversized now. . . .” He shook 
his head. “No, no, no. They’ll be too heavy, and the dragons won’t be able to 
lift them.” He turned to Pan. “How long before they are full grown?” 

“A hundred years or so.” 

Alex wasn’t too fazed. He was used to things living hundreds of years by 
now. 

“And how long will the young dragons stay their current size?” he asked. 


“Perhaps ten more years,” said Pan. “And then they’ll grow rapidly.” 

The task seemed nearly impossible. How was Alex supposed to make 
magical wings for nonmagical living creatures—wings that would 
automatically grow when the dragons grew? He understood how Simber’s 
wings had grown with him when he was first made. It was because Simber 
was entirely magical. But these dragons had not been created by some 
human magician. They’d been born, and they existed without magic—at 
least without the kind of magic Alex knew. How could he possibly connect 
magical wings to the living, nonmagical creatures in such a way that the two 
parts would communicate with each other and grow in tandem without a 
mage stepping in to help? Alex couldn’t figure out how to do that. He 
thought of Aaron, how sure he’d been that it could be done. Alex lifted his 
chin. “Of course it’s possible,” he muttered, trying to convince himself. 

After a long time of sketching and thinking and sketching and worrying 
and sketching and agonizing, Alex wrapped his arms around the young 
orange and lifted it up, trying to see how heavy she was. The dragon 
squirmed, then licked Alex in the face. 

Alex laughed and set the dragon down. He thanked her and petted her 
neck. 

The orange dragon closed her eyes and rested her head on Alex’s 
shoulder. A purrlike rumbling came from its throat. 

“Aw,” said Alex. “I think she likes me.” 

“Careful, Alex,” Pan said. “Step back a moment.” 

Alex stepped back as a roar and a tiny burst of flames shot from the 
orange dragon’s mouth. The dragon smiled sleepily at the mage, and he 
smiled back. Pan spoke to her, and she hopped back into the water with a 
splash. 

In turn, Alex examined each dragon and drew elaborate sketches of it. He 
even drew one so perfectly and distinctly that it sprang from the page in 3-D 
and floated above the notebook, just like a 3-D doorway. He’d never done 
that before—he didn’t even know it was possible. He couldn’t wait to tell 
Ms. Octavia about it. It would make a great model for the preliminary design 
work. 

When Alex had collected scales from each dragon and sketched and 
colored in everything he could, he pressed the 3-D drawing back into the 
notebook and closed it, and said good-bye to the five young dragons. 


Pan brought him back up to the top of the island, and the two descended 
the other side. Once in the sea, Pan sped over the water with Alex on her 
back, both of them silent and contemplating. One sorrowful, one stumped, 
but both determined. 

When Pan reached Artimé not long after dawn, Alex dismounted and 
stifled a yawn. “This is our first priority now,” Alex promised her. “But I 
have to be completely honest with you about my abilities. I don’t know if I 
can actually do this. And even if I can, I’m not sure I can make wings that 
will work for the dragons’ entire lives. They may only be useful while they 
remain this size.” 

Pan bowed to Alex. “I am grateful for your efforts to help my family, even 
if you find no success at all,” she said. “We will survive somehow. Dragons 
always do.” 


Magic All Around 


While Alex slept and dreamed about dragon wings, the rest of Artimé was 


doing business as usual, or so it appeared. With the mention of ships at the 
neighboring island, Claire Morning decided it was important to continue 
Magical Warrior Training during Florence’s absence as a precaution, and to 
keep the spell casters in the know about new spells. Today her class was 
made up of the more experienced fighters, including Warbler children 
Scarlet and Thatcher, who had by now graduated from their beginner’s 
training. 

Working alongside Claire was Lani Haluki, who was explaining some of 
the most recent nonlethal spell components and how they worked. She also 
reminded the warriors of the two deadly spells: heart attack, which required 
three components to put an end to an average human-size enemy, and the 
single scatterclip, which was harmless on its own, but deadly when coupled 
with the right phrase. There would be no practicing for these two, and only 
those who wished to have that amount of power carried them. Lani reminded 
the class that it was Artimé’s policy since the days of Mr. Today, that each 
person must think long and hard about whether she wanted to have that 
responsibility. 

Observing the training today were Aaron and some nonmagical friends: 
Kaylee, Sky, and Crow, who was looking after Thisbe and Fifer along the 
water’s edge. Sky sat in a chair under a tree a short distance away, reading a 
book, while Aaron, Kaylee, and Crow all lay on their stomachs, elbows in 
the sand, hands cupping their chins. Aaron and Kaylee lounged together, and 


Crow was a few feet away, perched sideways so he could see the training 
and watch the twins at the same time. 

Kaylee and Aaron, both feeling a bit like outsiders in Artimé, had fallen 
into a friendship of convenience. Aaron wasn’t accustomed to having friends 
at all, so he was always awkward with people until he relaxed. And Kaylee 
was boisterous and playful—the complete opposite of Aaron, or so it 
seemed. Yet it was her large personality that relaxed him, and the two got 
along somehow. 

Crow eyed them suspiciously from time to time, but they didn’t seem to 
be romantically involved at all, which was a relief. He was tired of watching 
other people kissing, including his own sister. He preferred a more 
anonymous kind of admiration over outward displays of affection, and he 
was exercising that anonymous admiration now as he watched Scarlet. He 
studied the intense look on her face that never broke when she was casting 
spells. He appreciated her long blond hair swishing over her shoulders when 
she followed through on her spell casting. 

Scarlet stood next to Thatcher, who had the tallest hair Crow had ever 
seen. Most of the time Scarlet stayed focused on her task. But once, between 
exercises, she and Thatcher laughed together at something Ms. Morning said 
to them, which Crow couldn’t hear. Crow frowned, even though he knew 
Scarlet and Thatcher had been friends for a long time. 

Near Crow’s legs, Fifer piled up small, flat stones, one on top of another 
in a precarious stack, using extreme precision for a child her age. Thisbe 
stood on the other side of Crow, entranced as she watched the magical 
warriors on the lawn. Every now and then she imitated their movements, 
saying “Dat!” or “Boom!” and casting imaginary spells of her own. 

“Hey, Crow,” Kaylee called. “Who’s the dude with the righteous Afro?” 

“The what?” asked Crow. Half the things Kaylee said made no sense to 
him. 

“The boy next to Scarlet.” 

“Oh. That’s Thatcher. He’s one of the Warbler kids.” 

“T figured, due to the orange eyes and the scars on his neck.” 

“T forget about those things sometimes,” Crow said. Orange eyes and neck 
scars were all too common to him. 

“He’s really good,” Kaylee said. 

Crow bristled. “Scarlet’s better,” he said in a quiet voice. He returned his 
gaze to Warbler girl. 


Kaylee looked sideways at him and pressed her lips together to stifle a 
smile. “Yes, I totally agree,” she said. “Scarlet rocks.” She poked Aaron with 
her elbow. 

Aaron startled. “What?” 

Kaylee leaned in, her shoulder touching Aaron’s shoulder and her face 
dangerously close to his. He resisted the urge to shrink away, and she 
whispered in his ear, “Crow has a crush on Scarlet.” 

Her breath was warm as it caressed his skin and slipped down below his 
shirt collar. Aaron’s ear tingled, and then his whole body tingled. His heart 
thudded in his chest. He didn’t even register what she was saying. Instead of 
responding like a normal human, Aaron froze. He stared straight ahead and 
didn’t move. He had no idea what to do. All he knew was that her shoulder 
was still touching his, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted it to stay there or 
move away. 

With Crow, Aaron, and Kaylee all momentarily occupied, and Sky reading 
intently under the tree, nobody actually paid much attention when Thisbe 
meandered over to where her sister was stacking stones. Thisbe took a 
warrior stance and pointed at the tower. “Boom!” she said. 

The stones flew into the air of their own accord and pelted the sand 
around Fifer. Fifer stared, and then the twin girls began giggling hysterically. 
“Again!” cried Fifer. 

“Again!” cried Thisbe. 

Fifer began to pile the stones once more. 


ey A 


Contemplating Flight 


A\tex woke around noon feeling groggy and disoriented after having stayed 


up all night with Pan, but once he bathed and dressed, he was wide awake 
and ready to work. He found Ms. Octavia in her classroom and told her 
about the dragons and what had transpired overnight. 

“That’s quite a project,” Ms. Octavia said, scratching her head with one of 
her tentacles. “I admit I have no idea how you’re going to do it. I’ve only 
fixed existing appendages. I always left the creating of them up to Marcus.” 

“I know .. . I still have to figure that out. But,” Alex said, his face 
growing excited, “I have something cool I need to show you.” 

“What is it?” asked Ms. Octavia. 

Alex pulled his notebook from his pocket. It sprang open to the page with 
the 3-D dragon drawing. The drawing popped up and hovered a few inches 
above the page. 

Ms. Octavia took in a sharp breath, and then carefully took the notebook 
from Alex and looked more closely at the dragon from all angles. She took 
off her latest pair of fake glasses from Mr. Appleblossom and studied it some 
more, turning the notebook in a circle. Then she looked at Alex. “I’ve never 
seen this happen before,” she said, admiration in her voice. “I am very proud 
of you. Your drawing has continued to improve to near perfection over the 
years because you work so hard at it, and clearly this is your reward for that. 
Well done, Alex. Well done.” 


“I didn’t mean to do it,” he said modestly. “It just happened when I was 
drawing.” 

“You must have been perfectly precise,” said the octogator, “or I’m sure it 
wouldn’t have happened. This is really something to celebrate! I wish 
Marcus were here to see it.” 

Tears sprang to Alex’s eyes at the mention of the wonderful old mage who 
had saved so many Unwanteds over the years. Alex longed for Mr. Today to 
see this accomplishment. “It’s okay,” Alex said, swallowing the lump in his 
throat. “Perhaps he knows somehow.” 

Together they brainstormed the predicament of putting magical wings on a 
nonmagically made creature. 

“Was Jim the winged tortoise created from a real tortoise?” Alex asked. 

“No, I’m afraid not,” said Ms. Octavia. “He’s like the rest of us.” 

“But what about you?” Alex said. “You’re parts of two animals. Octopus 
and alligator. Those creatures are nonmagical, yet you exist magically.” 

“Ah, but you forget that I am not actually either of those animals, not even 
a little bit. I only look like a combination of them. I was created from items 
found in the sea—seaweed, shells, plant life.” 

“T remember that now,” Alex said, thinking back to when all of Artimé 
was gone and Ms. Octavia’s body had morphed into those materials. “So 
what exactly is the real dilemma here? I think it’s like I told Lani yesterday. I 
can’t create a third arm and attach it to her, and expect it to work like the 
other two arms, can I? Because she was born a living human, and magic and 
human parts can’t communicate. A third arm would need blood and muscle 
and bone connected to the rest of the body, and magic can’t create that, can 
it?” 

“No magic that I know,” said Ms. Octavia. She tapped her snout 
thoughtfully as a second tentacle began jotting down notes and a third picked 
up her coffee mug and brought it to her mouth. She took a sip and 
swallowed. 

As they sat thinking, there was a knock on the door. Aaron poked his head 
in. 

“Am I interrupting?” he asked. 

Alex frowned. He wanted to be the one who figured this out, not his freak 
prodigy brother. But then he reluctantly admitted it was silly of him to be 
acting so petty about Aaron’s abilities. Alex needed Aaron, just like he 
needed his other friends for the various things they were good at. And then 
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he remembered Aaron would be leaving soon, perhaps for good, and the 
empty feeling gnawed at him. 

“No, you’re not interrupting,” said Alex. “We’re talking about dragon 
wings and... and I think maybe you can help us. Unless you can’t stay, of 
course.” Alex tried not to look hopeful. 

“T was just looking for you to see if you were getting lunch,” Aaron said. 
“Of course Pl stay, but I don’t know what help I’ ll be.” 

“Okay. Great, then. We’ll get something to eat afterward if you can wait,” 
Alex said. 

“Tf I can wait?” Aaron nearly laughed. “I’m from Quill. Of course I can 
wait for food. I’m just thrilled to know there is some. Also, I was wondering 
about Henry. Is there any news? And if it’s all right for me to, you know, go 
home. To Ishibashi’s, I mean.” 

“Ah, yes—sorry,” Alex said. “I meant to tell you. I should be able to get 
you back to the Island of Shipwrecks very soon, but I was sort of hoping to 
finish the dragon project first. Then we can set off together, attach the wings, 
and continue on to the Island of Shipwrecks.” 

“Oh,” Aaron said. “All right.” He was only a little put off that Alex wasn’t 
going to jump into the boat today to take him away. “Of course that’s fine. I 
don’t want to inconvenience you.” He came and sat down with them. 
“What’s going on?” 

Alex filled Aaron in on the conversation so far. 

Aaron listened intently, and when Alex reintroduced the third-arm 
scenario, he closed his eyes, a perplexed look on his face. 

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked. 

Aaron didn’t answer at first, and then he said, “So you’re saying that you 
wouldn’t be able to give Lani a third arm because you can’t create human 
blood and bones and things like that, and for this same reason you can’t 
make dragon wings.” He opened his eyes and looked inquisitively at Alex. 

“Right,” said Alex. “I know you think you can do this, but—” 

“I can,” said Aaron. “You’re making it too complicated.” 

Ms. Octavia nodded. “I think you may be right, Aaron. Why do the wings 
need to have dragon’s blood and bones and muscles in them in order to 
work?” 

“Because they have to grow with the body when it grows,” Alex 
explained, feeling a bit exasperated. “See, the dragons are small. About my 
size right now. And Pan said they’ll stay around this size for another ten 


years or so, but then they’ Il grow rapidly, and they’!l continue growing until 
they’re a hundred years old. And if the wings aren’t made of actual dragon 
parts, then once the dragons start to grow, their magical wings won’t grow 
with them. And they’ll be useless because the dragons will be too heavy for 
the wings to support.” 

Aaron sighed, and Ms. Octavia looked at Alex. “I’m sorry, Alex,” Ms. 
Octavia said, “but I don’t think it’s possible to provide the dragons with 
body parts that will grow with them. There are limits to our magic for good 
reason. And this is one of them. Don’t you agree?” 

Alex pushed his hair off his forehead thoughtfully. “I guess so,” he said. 
“So what do I do? Make prosthetic magical wings that cease to be useful 
once they have their growth spurt?” He leaned forward and said quietly, “I 
think she wants to keep her children away from the pirates.” 

“By the time they grow, maybe they won’t need to fly to get away from 
the pirates anymore,” Ms. Octavia said. “They’ll be big enough to fight them 
off.” 

“Yes, exactly,” said Aaron. “So it’s really a simple solution. It’s no more 
difficult than using a vine to fix a—” He clamped his mouth shut. 

“What?” asked Alex. 

“Um, a rope,” Aaron said lamely. “Or,” he said, scrambling to come up 
with something, “no different from the heart attack spell. That spell has 
wings.” 

“That’s true.” 

“Tt’s probably going to be very easy,” Aaron said, “like I’ve said all along. 
You always make things too complicated.” 

Alex’s mouth dropped open. “I do not.” 

Aaron gave Ms. Octavia a side-eye glance. “He does, doesn’t he?” 

Ms. Octavia lifted her eyebrows and shrugged. “Yes,” she said. “Sorry, 
Alex.” 

Alex just shook his head. “You two,” he muttered. “So I guess the biggest 
question is what materials are we going to use to make this happen. Because 
we'll need a lot of them, and they’ll have to be a big variety of colors in 
order to blend in properly. We don’t want our dragon friends to look like our 
patch job on the ship. They’ll be our artwork on display for all the world to 
see.” 

“Fair enough,” declared Ms. Octavia. “Though we can easily just paint the 
wings to match the dragons if we can’t find the right material. Why don’t 


you work on designing a mini-model-size wing for your 3-D drawing that 
will be aerodynamic and strong enough to transport its weight, and then once 
the dimensions are perfected, you can move on to a full size pair of wings. 
Aaron can help me see about some materials that will suit the job.” 

Alex agreed. He showed the two his drawings to point out the various 
colors necessary. Aaron was appropriately impressed by the 3-D drawing 
that popped off the page, which made Alex feel a little more secure in his 
abilities. At least Aaron couldn’t do that. 

Once Ms. Octavia and Aaron had had a good look, they headed off 
together, and Alex sat in the classroom alone with his project. It was good to 
be doing the thing he did best and enjoyed most once again. 





Old Friends and Traditions 


With so much help from sea creatures, it didn’t take much effort for 


Karkinos to stay afloat in his usual spot in the sea. He showed signs of 
tiredness from time to time, but Spike and the giant squid fed and monitored 
the crab to make sure he had everything he needed. Henry kept an eye on his 
health and strength, which improved little by little. 

At first Henry worried that he hadn’t given the crab enough seaweed, and 
even considered making a trip to the Island of Shipwrecks to get more. But 
after a few days of resting and eating, Karkinos began making great strides. 
Indeed, he became almost playful as more time passed. 

“He’s acting like his old self again,” Talon said one day as he and Henry 
stood at the edge of the island and watched the crab play tag with the squid 
and Issie. “He reminds me of the creature he was before he fell sick—which 
was well before your ship first landed here.” 

“Pm really glad to hear that,” Henry said. It was a relief to know their 
efforts had paid off. Karkinos lurched to one side trying to tag Issie with his 


claw, and Henry grabbed on to Talon’s arm to steady himself. “I think 
Karkinos has a long, healthy life ahead of him.” 

Talon put his bronze hand on the boy’s shoulder and looked at Henry 
earnestly. “I cannot possibly thank you enough,” he said. “You risked 
everything for us. I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been hurt.” 

Henry could see the gratitude in Talon’s eyes. “But I wasn’t hurt,” the boy 
said. “I’m really glad we could help. You and everybody here mean a lot to 
us. We talk about you all the time—about how much fun we had here. You 
are our friends.” He grew quiet, thoughtful. Talon made him feel like he’d 
done something right. But there was one thing that had been bothering 
Henry since the time they arrived. Something he couldn’t quite shake from 
his conscience. He looked back to the playful water creatures and frowned. 

“Tve been meaning to do something,” Henry said under his breath, and 
left Talon’s side. “Spike!” he called out. He walked toward Karkinos’s reefy 
claw. 

The whale surfaced near Henry. “What is wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong,” Henry said, crouching down near Spike’s face. “I 
don’t think so, anyway. But I need you to speak to Karkinos for me. Can you 
do that?” 

“Yes, I can and will,” said Spike. 

“Tell him that I used a medicine on him that will extend his life 
indefinitely . . . perhaps even forever. And I should have asked his 
permission first, but he wasn’t responding to you and we were about to go 
over the waterfall, and, well . . . there were so many lives at stake that I 
administered the medicine without asking him first. And I’m sorry. I hope he 
thinks I did the right thing.” 

Spike waited until he was sure Henry was done with his confession, and 
then disappeared under the water. A moment later Henry could see Spike 
talking earnestly to the crab. 

The crab and Spike conversed for a moment, and then Spike swam back to 
Henry. 

“Karkinos says he does not wish to be dead or stuck in a rotating 
waterfall, and he wants to live as long as Talon lives, which is likely forever, 
so you have done him a great favor. He is very happy.” 

Henry breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh good. Thank you, Spike. That’s a big 
relief.” 

Spike left to go back to his hiding spot under the crab’s body. 


Henry stood up and went back to Talon’s side. 

“I couldn’t help overhearing,” Talon said. “Where did you get such 
incredibly powerful medicine?” 

“Tt doesn’t matter now,” Henry said. “I’m actually glad I’m finally rid of 
it.” 

“I don’t understand,” Talon said. “Wouldn’t every healer wish to have a 
large stock of such a medicine?” 

Henry regarded the bronze giant. “You’ve lived thousands of years,” he 
said. “Have you ever thought about what it would be like if you could die?” 

“Many times in the past I’ve longed for such a thing,” admitted Talon. 

Henry nodded wisely. He had spent hours thinking about it since that day 
in Ishibashi’s greenhouse when the scientist had given him the seaweed. “I 
don’t like having the power to take away someone’s death,” said Henry. “It’s 
too much responsibility. For me, at least. I worry about it a lot.” 

Talon nodded thoughtfully. “You are wise beyond your years, lad,” he 
said. “I hope your worries subside now that you have so valiantly used up 
your supply.” 

Henry gazed out over the water. “I have a feeling Pll sleep all right 
tonight.” 

Florence approached with an armload of firewood and some sand chairs. 
She stoked the fire as Lhasa the snow lion came prancing out of the woods, 
not quite touching the ground as always. Behind her was Bock, silent and 
observant as ever. 

Talon watched them settle around the fire. “I think this is our cue,” he said 
to Henry. “Time for a story. I only wish Fox and Kitten were here to tell it.” 

Henry laughed. “I guess you’! have to tell one instead.” 

“T shall do it with pleasure,” said Talon. “Whose story would you like to 
hear?” Talon and Henry walked over to the fire to join the others. 

“The story of that smelly, blurry one, please,” said Henry. 

“Ah, the hibagon,” Talon said. 

“Yes, him.” 

They settled by the fire next to Florence, and Talon announced the Tale of 
the Hibagon. 

“I wish there were a great long story about the hibagon,” Talon began. 
“But Lhasa and I will tell you everything we know, won’t we Lhasa?” 

“We will!” said Lhasa, her voice ringing with laughter. “Start us off, 
please.” 


Talon smiled and began. “Not long ago, perhaps twenty years or so, a 
large bundle of logs bumped up against the side of Karkinos, just there,” he 
said, pointing to a spot on the eastern shore. “The logs were the size of entire 
tall trees, taller and bigger around than any tree we have growing here.” 

Lhasa smiled dreamily. “I imagined they were trees from a giant forest 
that had never been found by anyone but the creatures living peacefully in 
it.” 

Talon nodded. “I wrestled the logs ashore, thinking we could use them for 
firewood once they dried out. But when I released the cords that enclosed the 
bundle and the logs rolled apart, a strange creature emerged. I admit it gave 
me a fright, for I wasn’t expecting that. He was about as tall as you, Henry, 
covered in black bristles as stiff and sharp as pine needles. And he carried 
with him a rotten stench of death that could drop a human to his knees to beg 
for mercy.” 

Lhasa curled up her nose. “He walked upright like a man but hunched 
over, and darted about so jaggedly that he was hard to see clearly. And even 
when he stood still, which wasn’t very often, he seemed blurry. Like his 
body had no true outline—his bristly coat faded away at the edges. I admit I 
couldn’t stand to look at him.” 

“Which turned out to be good,” Talon said, “because once I coaxed a 
name from the fellow he insisted I not look at him again, for stories were 
told in the land he came from about the dangers of looking too long at a 
hibagon.” 

Henry leaned forward, intrigued. “What are the dangers?” he asked. 

“Tf you look at a hibagon, you’ ll fall in love with him.” Lhasa tittered. 

“Ugh!” cried Henry. “That would be horrible! Once you fall in love with 
him, does his stink go away?” 

“T don’t know,” said Talon, “for I assure you I’ve never looked long at 
him again.” 

“Ah,” said Florence, “but what an awful curse to have. Poor hibagon. He 
seemed kind enough to warn you.” 

“He is kind, indeed,” said Talon. “But very uncomfortable around anyone. 
He soon dashed off into the woods, leaving us wondering about his origins. 
When I ran across him again some weeks later, he asked me about Issie. He 
said he knew of her from his world. She was as notorious as he.” 

Henry frowned. “He’s from another world? And so is Issie?” 


“So it seems, although Issie has never spoken enough to confirm it,” said 
Talon. “It’s a mystery to all of us. Both the hibagon and Issie are famous 
elsewhere, though we know not what for.” 

“Did you ever find out how the hibagon got here?” asked Florence. 

Talon gazed at her. “Eventually. He told me about his home in a forest, 
which grew high in the mountains. It was much like Lhasa imagined it—a 
peaceful place unharmed by outsiders. Only the occasional hibagon hunters 
passed through, trying to catch him, but those instances were few, and years 
passed between them, so the hibagon felt safe in his land . . . that is, until one 
fateful day.” 

Henry’s eyes widened. The fire crackled, making him jump. 

Talon went on. “The hibagon heard strange noises in the distance, so he 
hid inside a hollow of an old dead tree as usual. But the noises grew louder, 
closer. Days passed, but the hibagon was comfortable, and he went out at 
night to eat, staying close to his tree. 

“But soon animals began bounding past his hiding spot, fleeing. The 
noises grew even louder, and it was as if the hibagon could hear the trees 
crying out. He could stay hidden no longer—he had to see what was 
happening to cause such unrest in his peaceful land. 

“That’s when he discovered the humans. They weren’t searching to 
capture him this time. Instead they were chopping down his trees, bundling 
them up, and loading them on huge moving machines, leaving an ugly scar 
on the forest bed. Horrified, the hibagon drew closer and closer to the human 
camp, hiding behind trees, until a human saw him and gave chase. 

“The hibagon raced around the machines, and when he was sure no one 
was watching, he dove into the nearest bundle of logs and squirmed deep 
inside, intending to wait until nightfall so he could escape. He listened to the 
humans laugh at the man who had claimed to see a hibagon, and then the 
work began again, with trees falling all around. The hibagon was devastated. 
Sickened! He had to get out of there. 

“As the day wore on, the hibagon felt his bundle of logs move, and before 
he could do anything, he was being lifted high into the air. He crawled to the 
end of the bundle to get a better look at what was happening, but soon the 
end was pushed up against a hot metal surface, and the hibagon could no 
longer see. He couldn’t turn around, and he couldn’t risk backing out from 
between the logs during daylight, so he remained still. But soon the logs 
were moving once more, this time on a bumpy journey that lasted hours. 


When finally the journey seemed to end, the logs were lifted into the air 
once more and set down again. 

“Able to see at last, the hibagon soon discovered that he’d been loaded 
onto a freighter. The ship left the docks and sailed for days, and the hibagon 
found very few moments throughout the journey where he could emerge 
from his hiding place and sneak food, for sailors patrolled the decks at all 
hours. He nearly died of thirst on the journey, and would have if it hadn’t 
been for the rain. As the rain soaked the logs and dripped down, the hibagon 
drank every drop he could.” 

Talon paused. “Unfortunately, the rain turned into a violent storm. After 
many hours of rocking, and waves coming up over the deck, the ship went 
into a sharp spiral. The hibagon lost consciousness, and when he woke, the 
ship was gone. He was alone on the sea, trapped inside the bundle of logs. 
More days passed, and finally the hibagon’s bundle of logs floated here.” 
Talon folded his hands in his lap. 

“Wow,” said Henry. “What a story!” 

“That’s incredible,” said Florence, shaking her head in awe. 

“Yes it is,” said Lhasa. “And now the hibagon lives peacefully here 
among the trees, away from the dropbears, of course. And away from Vido 
the golden rooster—the hibagon can’t stand Vido and all his strange 
warnings and senseless proverbs.” 

“Can Vido fly?” asked Henry. 

“I assume so,” said Lhasa, with a musical laugh, “or he couldn’t have 
made it to the tallest tree in the center of the island. But I have never seen 
him fly. Have you, Talon?” 

“Not even once, Queen Lhasa. Perhaps he flies in secret.” 

“Ha-ha!” The snow lion rolled through the air and shook her mane. “Oh, 
I’m just so delighted to have visitors, and so grateful that Karkinos is feeling 
better. It’s pure goodness to laugh again. How generous of you all to rescue 
us! We shall never forget the kindness of Artimé.” 


Making Masterpieces 


Back in Artimé, Ms. Octavia knew that wings for something as fierce and 


beautiful as a dragon had to be made of only the finest material, and when 
she ran into Crow with Thisbe and Fifer near the shore, she had her answer. 
For it happened that there was a garden of magical flowers on the lawn, and 
Thisbe loved to pluck their petals because new petals of different colors 
emerged immediately following. There was only one problem, and that was 
an abundance of flower petals to clean up. But Crow and the girls faithfully 
gathered the petals each time they were finished playing and brought them 
into the mansion’s kitchen to be used for table decorations and whatever else 
the chefs could think of. 

But a surplus of petals had built up over the months since Thisbe first 
discovered the flowers, and because they were magical they didn’t shrivel up 
and die. They kept their pristine beauty, and no one quite knew what to do 
with them all, until now. 

“They’re perfect for covering the dragon wings,” Ms. Octavia declared. 
She ordered the surplus to be delivered to her classroom and sent Crow and 
the twin girls to pick more immediately, to their delight. 

In Ms. Octavia’s classroom, Alex had finished the official designs for all 
five sets of wings, and now Aaron, Samheed, and Lani were experimenting 
with different materials, trying to create the best “bones” for them. 

Lani had a book of birds with full illustrations and diagrams that she and 
the others referred to. Alex sat alone at a table with the scales he’d taken 
from each of the young dragons, trying to replicate them magically so he’d 


have enough scales to match the patterns on the young dragon bodies. Sky 
was busy nearby, hand sewing sheets of canvas to cover the structures. 

Samheed and Lani were working with various pipes and hoses that they’d 
found, but the pipes were too solid and the hoses too floppy to work. They 
needed something firm yet pliable, so when the wings were magically 
instilled with life, they would move and flow naturally and fold up when the 
dragons weren’t in flight. They pondered other ideas for the bones, like tree 
branches and rope, but they ran into the same problems. 

Aaron simply stared at the drawing for a long time. After a while he 
looked up and excused himself. “I’ll be back soon,” he said. None of the 
others really paid much attention to him, expecting little from him design- 
wise, at least, for they hadn’t witnessed him in action. So his departure went 
largely unnoticed. 

He returned a short time later with several long strands of vines hanging 
from his shoulders, the ends dragging on the floor. He coiled them on his 
worktable and began to shape one into an outline of a dragon’s wing. When 
he got to outlining the joints of the wing, he doubled up the vine and used 
ribbon and glue to keep it in place, for that part needed to be a little firmer 
than the rest. Eventually he was satisfied that the shape was correct. But 
would it move properly? He put his hands on it and closed his eyes, and 
whispered, “Live.” 

The structure came to life, swishing gently on the table like Panther’s tail. 
Aaron studied it, picturing the wing on a dragon and imagining the 
movements it would need to make in flight. 

“Whoa!” said Lani when she noticed what Aaron was doing. “How’d you 
do that?” She dropped her sticks and went over to Aaron’s table. “Vines! 
Where’d you get these? These are great.” She picked up a vine from Aaron’s 
desk. “May I try one?” 

“Sure,” said Aaron. “I brought enough for all the wings in case it actually 
worked. What do you think, Alex?” 

Alex looked up from his project, and his eyes widened at the sight of the 
moving outline of a dragon’s wing on Aaron’s table. He stood up quickly, 
upsetting his chair in his rush to see what was going on, and hurried over. He 
studied the wing skeleton for a long moment, and then looked at Aaron. “It’s 
great,” he admitted. “And you just did this instinctively? First try?” 

Aaron blushed and looked down at the table. 

“Can I pick it up?” Alex asked. 


“Sure,” Aaron said again. “Tl help you.” 

Alex picked up the base of the wing in one hand and lifted the first dart of 
the wing joint with his other. Aaron picked up the second wing-joint dart and 
the very tip of the wing. Together they held the wing loosely so it could 
continue to move as it wanted to. 

“Hey, Samheed,” said Alex. “Come over here. I need you to be a dragon 
for a minute.” 

Samheed frowned and put down his crafts, but once he saw what was 
happening, he came over willingly and turned his back to the brothers. 
“That’s pretty cool,” he said begrudgingly. 

“I know,” said Aaron, sounding a bit smug this time. 

Alex stifled a laugh and pressed the base of the wing to Samheed’s back. 
“Do you dare to let go of your end, Aaron? Or do you think it’ll break 
without the added magic of the flying material?” 

“It’s pretty sturdy,” said Aaron, “but it’11 need some more reinforcement 
before it’s finished. I’ll let go for a few seconds, and we’ll see where the 
weaknesses are.” 

Alex nodded, and Aaron let go of the tip of the wing, then the joint. The 
wing sagged slightly, but it continued to move in a swishing pattern that, 
with a little help from the cloth cover and the flower petals, would give the 
wings excellent movement and a great look. After a moment Aaron lifted the 
tip again and carefully bent the wing at the joints to make sure all of his 
measurements lined up and the movements were perfectly fluid. 

“That’s excellent!” Sky called out from her side of the room. “But how am 
I going to cover it with material while it’s moving like that?” 

Aaron pressed his lips together. “Um. . . I’m not sure,” he said. He tried 
fully folding the wing and it became still, but it only stayed still if he was 
holding the dart, as if the wing could sense through his fingers that he 
wanted it to stop moving. As soon as he let go of it, it began moving again. 
He had no idea how to make the wing stop moving for good. He’d never 
done a spell like that before. What was he supposed to say—“Die”? He 
looked at his brother. “Alex, do you know how to make it stop?” 

Alex squelched a grin. He certainly did know. “Why yes, I do,” he said. 

Aaron narrowed his eyes. “How?” he said, suspicious. 

“You have to sing a song to take away the magic,” said Alex, clearly 
delighted. 

“What?” cried Aaron. “I can’t do that.” 


“You have to. That’s the only way you can get it to stop.” 

Samheed and Lani began to chuckle, and Sky looked on, eyes filled with 
merriment. 

“Well, then, you do it,” said Aaron. “I—I don’t know how. I mean I wish I 
could sing. But I’ve never done it, actually.” 

“You may as well learn,” said Alex. “Besides,” he lied, “only you can stop 
the magic since you’re the one who made it alive in the first place.” 

Sky almost called Alex out on the lie, but it was so entertaining to watch 
Aaron squirm that she held back. 

Aaron gave Sky a pleading look. “Are you sure you can’t attach the fabric 
when it’s moving?” 

Sky shook her head. “Nope. Sorry,” she said. 

Aaron glanced at Lani and Samheed. He knew he wouldn’t get any help 
from them. Finally he sighed and gave up. “Fine. What do I have to sing?” 

Alex wrote down the lines to Ol’ Tater’s song, changing a few words to 
make the spell work for the wing. He handed the spell to Aaron and then 
hummed the tune for him. Alex was slightly off-key, but it was the best he 
could do. 

Aaron read the chant. “Are you serious? This is absolutely ridiculous,” he 
said. “Who designed this spell?” 

“Mr. Today, I think.” Alex shrugged. “It’s the only way to fix it.” 

“Well, it’s a lot easier to make things come alive,” muttered Aaron. 

“And you’re awfully good at that for having no training,” said Alex, “so 
I’m sure you’!l be great at this, too.” 

Aaron didn’t answer. He opened his mouth, and then he closed it again 
and sighed. He cleared his throat. He shuffled his feet, and held the paper at 
different distances from his face to find what would feel most comfortable. 
Then he looked at the wing moving around on the table. He closed his eyes 
and shook his head. 

The others watched silently, exchanging mischievous glances. 

Finally Aaron opened his mouth again and croaked out the words: 


Dragon wing, dragon wing, 
Too much sadness, no repeats. 
Iam sorry, more than sorry, 
But it’s time for you to sleep. 


The wing ceased to move. And the room exploded in laughter and 
applause for Aaron’s terrible singing. 

Aaron was surprised and confused by the outburst, and he felt his cheeks 
grow warm. He looked from one face to the next, at first thinking he was 
being ridiculed, and it reminded him of what things were like when he had 
been thrown out of the university long ago. But slowly it began to dawn on 
him that the people in this room were not acting mean-spirited. They were 
just plain spirited. And they had played a trick—no, not a trick, a joke—on 
Aaron. 

The former high priest wasn’t 100 percent sure what the joke was, but 
instead of yelling at them as he initially wanted to do, he sought out Sky to 
make sure this was supposed to be funny. 

Sky smiled warmly at him. “It’s okay,” she mouthed. 

Aaron glanced at his brother, who was laughing and coming toward him. 

“This is a joke on me,” Aaron said. 

“Tt sure is,” said Alex. 

One corner of Aaron’s mouth turned upward as Alex slapped him on the 
back. Aaron risked a glance at Lani, and then at Samheed, who wasn’t 
sneering. 

“You’re a pretty good sport,” Samheed said. “I’ll give you that.” 

Aaron laughed a little. “Thanks,” he said. “And the song worked. Maybe 
Pll take singing lessons since I’m so good at it.” 

The friends howled in laughter, and encouraged him to do so. 

Aaron smiled. He still didn’t know precisely what he’d done that was so 
funny, but he was enjoying this new feeling inside him—the feeling that he 
was not only useful, but also that he was finally a part of something good in 
Artimé. 





Preparing to Fly 


Wit such a competent group of mages working on the task, the five sets 


of wings were assembled, tested, and covered in canvas in a matter of days. 
All that was left to do was to line them with flower petals and scales before 
the rest of the magic would be added. 

Sky, Samheed, and Aaron were the most skilled at attaching the delicate 
petals and scales without damaging them. Once they finished each wing, 
Alex used the preserve spell on it, then added a shimmer spell he’d invented 
to make the wings as beautiful and iridescent as the bodies of the dragons. 
With a few final touches, the wings were perfect—lithe and beautiful and 
just the right dimensions. 

At first Alex wasn’t sure how he was going to attach the wings to the 
dragons, but he had a few ideas. He asked Samheed to make up a new 
variation on scatterclips and stickyclips, called superclips, a permanent spell 
that would attach one thing to another thing without harming either one of 
them. But it was troublesome trying to get the wings to seal completely to 
anything, and it left the base joint stiff and unwieldy, so they gave up on that 
idea. 

Lani came up with a melding spell by using a bit of soft eraser from Ms. 
Octavia’s cupboard as a component. She stretched and kneaded the eraser 


into a wonderfully pliable material, then instilled magic in it that would meld 
the wings to the dragon, making them appear continuous and leaving them 
perfectly flexible. 

Alex tested Lani’s spell by melding a flowerpot to a large rock outside and 
moving it this way and that. Then he fired all sorts of elemental spells at it to 
make sure it could withstand fire, storms, salt water, heavy winds, and 
anything else he could think of that the dragons might come in contact with. 
When he was satisfied with the results, he asked Lani to make up a large 
batch of melding components for him to bring along to the Island of 
Dragons. Finally they were ready to test out a pair of wings to see if they 
would really work. 

“Do you want to test it?” Alex asked Aaron. 

“Me?” asked Aaron nervously. “Oh, no thank you. I’m—I’m just fine here 
on the ground. And besides, I have a cooking lesson in the kitchen to get to.” 

Lani jumped up. “PI do it.” 

“Sorry,” said Alex. “You’re not heavy enough. We have to simulate a real 
dragon.” 

“Drat!” said Lani, sitting back down. “Foiled again. I never get to do 
anything fun.” 

“I won’t remind you about driving the Quillitary vehicle,” said Alex. 

“We agreed to never discuss that again, remember?” said Lani sweetly. 

Samheed rolled his eyes and groaned. “Fine. Pl do it,” he said. 

“Thank you,” said Alex. 

They went out onto the lawn with one pair of wings. Alex instructed 
Samheed to take his shirt off so the wings could adhere to Samheed’s back. 
Samheed shucked off his shirt, and Alex melded the wings to him. 

“That feels really weird,’ Samheed said. He shrugged his shoulders a few 
times. 

“Does it hurt?” asked Alex. “Walk around a bit.” 

“No, it doesn’t hurt. They’re not even all that heavy.” Samheed walked 
around and the wings, still folded, moved naturally with his stride. “It sort of 
feels like I have two extra arms.” 

“Can you move them?” asked Alex. “Think about flying—they should be 
intuitive to you, at least a little.” 

Samheed rotated his shoulders, experimenting with his new appendages 
and thinking about flying. After a minute he figured out the muscles he 
needed to move in order to make the wings unfold. He concentrated and 


flapped the wings in an awkward, jerky movement as he walked around. 
After several minutes, his motions grew smoother. 

“Good,” said Alex. “Now take a running leap and start flying.” 

“Yes, boss.” Samheed did as he was instructed. He ran toward the jungle 
as fast as he could, wings flapping, and jumped into the air. 

He soared straight up two or three yards, his wings flapping wildly. Then 
he faltered and crashed to the ground. 

“Ouch,” Samheed said. He spit grass from his mouth and pushed himself 
to his feet. 

Alex frowned. “What did you do wrong?” he asked. 

Samheed looked at Alex. “How should I know? You’re the head mage.” 
He noticed a grass stain on his knee and tried to wipe it clean. 

Lani stood quietly, arms folded, and then she brought one hand to her chin 
as she studied Samheed. She tilted her head slightly, watching the wings 
move as he walked around. Samheed started running again, soared up into 
the air like before, and then spiraled down to the ground in another crash 
landing. “Oof,” he said. 

Samheed lay there for a minute, winded, then rolled to his side and got up 
again. “You know, I’m not sure how many more times I want to do this,” he 
said. 

Alex shook his head. “You’re flapping your wings. I don’t know why they 
won’t keep you up, unless they’re just not strong enough. In which case 
we're in trouble.” 

“They’re definitely strong enough,” said Lani. “I did all the equations. 
That’s not the problem.” She continued to study Samheed, and then a 
thought struck her, and she began digging around in her component vest 
pockets. 

After a moment Samheed started running again. 

“Wait!” hollered Lani. “Don’t try just yet.” She pulled an origami fire- 
breathing dragon from her pocket and looked at it. 

Samheed slowed, and both he and Alex turned to Lani. “What is it?” 
asked Alex. “Did you think of something?” 

“Remember when we created these?” Lani said, holding up the origami 
dragon. 

Alex nodded. “What about them?” He and Samheed walked over to where 
Lani was standing. 

“Do you remember what happened when we tested them out?” 


Samheed took the dragon and looked at it. “No. What happened?” 

“Oh!” said Alex. “We had to give them eyes.” 

“Yes,” said Lani. 

“But Samheed already has eyes.” 

“Right, but then we had to tell it where to go,” Lani said. “We had to give 
it directions.” 

Alex grimaced. “Of course. How are we possibly still alive after being so 
stupid?” He looked at Samheed. “You have to tell the wings where you want 
to go.” 

“Yeah, I picked up on that,” said Samheed, shaking his head and walking 
away. 

“We’re nothing without you,” Alex said to Lani as Samheed started 
running once more. 

“Its true, I know,” said Lani. 

Samheed jumped into the air, shouting, “To the jungle!” And this time, the 
wings flapped and Samheed began flying forward instead of straight up. He 
hovered about ten feet off the ground, then gained altitude when he figured 
out how to pump his wings harder. 

The scales caught the light, and the wings shimmered as Samheed worked 
them up and down. The ride was a bit jerky at first, but then it smoothed out 
into a beautiful, fluid motion, like the way Claire Morning conducted 
musicians. 

Alex and Lani stood side by side and watched as Samheed flew toward 
the jungle with the wind rippling through his hair and a huge grin on his 
face. A few people on the lawn paused in their activities to watch as well. 

“It’s working great,” said Alex. 

Lani nodded. “I wonder how he’ll land.” 

“Hmm,” said Alex. “Good question. I hope he doesn’t fall from that 
height.” 

“That would be tragic,” Lani agreed. “Maybe we should get Simber out 
here.” They couldn’t take their eyes off Samheed. 

“Nah,” said Alex after a moment. “He’|l be fine.” 

As Samheed neared the jungle, he began to lean to one side, making a 
wide turn. Soon he was flying toward Alex and Lani. He held his arms bent 
in front of him and moved his shoulders to keep the wings flapping. 

“How am I supposed to land?” Samheed screeched when he drew near to 
Alex and Lani. 


“Slow down your flapping!” Alex called out, though he had no idea if that 
would work. 

Samheed slowed his movements and he lost altitude. 

“That’s working!” shouted Lani. 

In fits and starts, Samheed dropped lower in the air, sometimes gut- 
wrenchingly fast, other times gently, as if he was starting to get the hang of 
it. He leaned again to curve around, stretching the wings out and soaring 
slowly, and then, narrowly missing his friends, he neared the ground, folded 
in his wings, and crash-landed a third time. 

After he rolled to a stop, he looked at Alex. “Well, they work. I’m not so 
sure I’m the right person to have wings, but I imagine with a little practice, 
the water dragons will pick up the necessary skills better than I did.” 

“Not to mention,” said Lani, “they’ll likely land in the water, which is a 
bit softer than the ground.” She reached out and helped Samheed to his feet, 
then planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’m glad you’re not hurt.” 

“Had enough?” asked Alex. 

“Definitely,” said Samheed. “Get these things off me.” 

He turned around, and Alex released the meld spell that held the wings to 
Samheed’s back. With a squeak and a whoosh, the wings’ suction released, 
and Alex and Lani each pulled one off. 

“Aaron really did a good job with these, you know,” Lani said. 

“Yes. He’s surprisingly good at a lot of things,’ added Samheed 
generously. “He’s all right.” 

Alex nodded. It was true, and he was genuinely proud of Aaron, even if 
his natural ability was annoying at times. Alex was going to miss him. As 
the three friends walked back to the mansion and the regular activities on the 
lawn resumed, he grew melancholy. The wings were ready. “I guess Aaron 
and I will leave in the morning, then,” he said. “We’ll stop at the Island of 
Dragons to attach the wings, and then Pll deliver him to the Island of 
Shipwrecks.” 

Samheed didn’t say anything, but Lani placed her hand on Alex’s shoulder 
as they walked inside the mansion together, each of them with a dragon wing 
tucked under one arm. “It’s probably for the best,” Lani said. “It seems like 
he was really happy there.” 

Alex nodded. “I know,” he said, feeling almost miserable about it. He and 
Lani put the wings in Ms. Octavia’s classroom, and then Alex went to the 
kitchen to find Aaron and tell him he could finally go home. 


When he walked into the bustling kitchen unnoticed, Alex observed the 
food designers discussing and admiring their beautiful presentations. He 
found his sisters and Crow by the tube delivering food and his brother 
wearing an apron and chef’s hat, knife poised as he listened carefully to what 
the head chef of Artimé was explaining. 

Alex watched as Aaron painstakingly perfected a recipe, and then he 
gazed at his sisters, absorbed in their task of placing the beautiful food 
creations into the delivery tube. It was a rare moment, all four Stowe siblings 
in the same room. And one that wouldn’t happen again once Aaron was 
gone. 

Alex felt a certain heaviness descend upon his shoulders and a loneliness 
rise to his throat, and instead of embracing the familial moment, he turned 
away, overwhelmed by it. With his head bowed, he stumbled past the dining 
room to the entryway, past Simber and up the stairs to the once secret 
hallway, past the doorways to the last one on the left, where he went in. He 
sat down at his desk and lowered his head, resting it on his folded arms. 

A few moments later, he got up, sent a message to Aaron’s blackboard 
telling him they would leave the next day, and entered his private quarters to 
pack. 


F 
Warning Signs and Secret Good-byes 


Eany the next morning Alex found Simber in his usual spot by the front 


door to the mansion. Alex beckoned to the cheetah to go outside with him 
and take a walk. The cat followed the mage out the door, and the two strolled 
together along the shore. 

“I had thought you could take Aaron and me to the Island of Dragons and 
then on to the Island of Shipwrecks,” Alex said. “I would have liked that, but 
Aaron has requested we bring some supplies with us—mainly some fresh 
soil so he and the scientists can get some plants growing outside now that the 
storms are gone. I want to give them quite a lot since we have plenty to 
spare. But I don’t think we’ll be able to fit all the sacks of soil on your back 
along with the five pairs of dragon wings. And the two of us, of course.” 

“Tt’s all rrright,” said Simber. “The boat will be morrre comforrrtable forrr 
you anyway.” He paused, sampling the air as he often did, and then gazing in 
the direction of Warbler Island to the west. “Besides, I’m mildly concerrrned 
about what’s happening overrr therrre.” 

Alex followed the statue’s gaze, but he couldn’t see whatever Simber was 
able to see. “You mean the ships that Pan told us about?” 

“Prrrecisely,” said Simber. “Therrre’s some activity happening that I’m 
not completely comforrrtable with—ships sailing between the pirrrate island 
and Warrrbler. It’s out of the orrrdinary forrr them, which makes me 
suspicious.” 

“Of course it does,” said Alex, reaching out and putting his hand on the 
cheetah’s neck. “I wonder if the pirates are selling sea creatures to Warbler. I 


honestly can’t figure it out—who else is there to buy them? Whenever I ask 
Pan, she gets quiet.” 

“I don’t know,” said Simber. “And I don’t think Marrrcus knew, eitherrr, 
orrr I hope he would have told me.” Simber didn’t sound like he had much 
faith in that, though. The original head mage of Artimé, Marcus Today, had 
kept many secrets that went to the grave with him. 

Alex shrugged. “At least we freed the sea creatures—some of them, 
anyway.” 

Simber frowned. “The pirrrates neverrr came afterrr us. I admit I’m 
surirprirised by that.” 

“Ah, but they did—they just went to the palace by mistake and retaliated 
against the wrong guy,” Alex reminded him. 

“Trrrue,” said Simber. “I wonderrr if they’ll everrr rrrealize theirrr errror. 
With theirrr rrrelationship with Queen Eagala on Warrrblerrr, I imagine they 
will.” 

Alex shook his head. “Please, Sim. We’re finally at peace. Give us a little 
chance to enjoy it before you go imagining other problems, will you? 
Besides, they would have attacked by now. It’s been months.” 

The statue growled softly, but he let the conversation die. Soon they 
reached the edge of the jungle. They turned around and walked back toward 
the mansion. The lawn was beginning to fill up with residents of Artimé. Mr. 
Appleblossom held a fencing class there, where he had Kaylee teach some 
moves since she was well trained in the sport. 

Ms. Morning was on the lawn meeting with Lani, who was showing off 
some new spell components she’d invented. And quite far away, Liam 
Healy, former governor to the former high priest Aaron and rescuer of 
Thisbe and Fifer, was standing near the front door of the mansion with 
Aaron himself. Both appeared to be scanning the lawn in search of someone. 

Alex waved, and Aaron waved back. Alex climbed on Simber’s back. 
“They look like they need something,” he said. 

“Let’s go,” said Simber. He began to run with Alex holding on around his 
neck. Soon they reached the mansion and Alex hopped off. 

Aaron’s face was anxious. “What time are we leaving?” he asked. 

“T’ve decided we’ll go around sundown,” said Alex. “That way the boat 
will have us to the Island of Dragons by morning. We’ll want to attach the 
wings during daylight, don’t you agree?” 


“T—well, yes, I should think,” Aaron said, but he sounded distracted. 
“Thanks, that’s perfect. I was hoping we weren’t heading out first thing. . . .” 
He trailed off, and then dashed back inside the mansion before Alex could 
say another word. 

“What was that about?” Alex asked Liam. 

“I d-don’t know,” said Liam, who often stammered when nervous. “But as 
I was telling Aaron, I’ve got the sacks of dirt ready to go. So, um... 
where... ?” 

“That’s great, Liam,” Alex said. “Thank you. Ill help you load them on 
the boat.” 


DD « « 


While Alex and Liam loaded the Claire with hundreds of pounds of soil, 
Aaron was far away in the deepest part of the jungle, trying to be strong. 
He’d been here a lot in the past few days, always thinking it would be his 
last visit, but then finding a way to come back one more time. 

Upon his arrival, Panther had come running, her sleek black body 
shimmering and her muscles rippling. Hanging from her jaws was one of the 
spiders made of vines that Aaron had constructed. Panther dropped it at 
Aaron’s feet and batted it with her paw. 

Aaron grinned and picked it up. “Stay,” he said. 

She sat obediently and rubbed her whiskers against Aaron’s side. Aaron 
picked up the vine spider and threw it with all his might. Panther’s body 
jerked, but she stayed in place, waiting for her cue. 

“Attack!” Aaron shouted. 

The panther leaped in the air and charged toward the spider. She slid to a 
stop on the jungle floor, picked it up and shook it, and then brought it back 
to Aaron. 

“Well done!” Aaron praised. 

They played the game for nearly an hour, until Aaron’s arm grew tired. He 
sat down near a pile of vines and began constructing more spiders for 
Panther—he wanted to have enough for her to play with for a long time. He 
began piling them up on one side of him, while Panther lounged on the other 
side, her face pressed against Aaron’s thigh and one paw resting possessively 
on his knee. She closed her eyes. 

“Pm going away for a while,’ Aaron said softly. He reached out and 
petted Panther between the ears. 


Panther turned to look at Aaron, her eyes wide and sad. 

Aaron set down the spider he’d been working on. “You’|l be okay without 
me.” He frowned, and then he slipped his arms around the panther’s neck in 
an awkward hug. 

Panther struggled to get up, and Aaron quickly got up too. He’d been here 
far too long. He needed to pack his things. “Good-bye,” he said. “Tell the 
rock and the dog that I said good-bye. And [ll .. . PII see you later. 
Sometime. Okay?” 

Panther screamed in Aaron’s face. Aaron gave the beast a long look, and 
then he swallowed hard and went inside the tube. “Keep your tail on,” he 
said. “I’m not sure if Al . . . if anyone, I mean, knows how to fix those. Not 
like me, anyway.” 

Panther wagged her tail, and Aaron stood helplessly watching her. Finally 
he waved, trying not to break down, and then pressed the button that would 
take him back to Artimé. 

In the kitchenette, Aaron stepped out of the tube, pinched the bridge of his 
nose, took in a deep breath and let it out, and then entered the hallway. He 
walked toward the balcony, stopping by Alex’s living quarters. The door was 
open, and things were strewn about the room. 

Alex stood at the bed, cramming clothes into a medium-size traveling bag. 

“Hey,” said Aaron. 

Alex looked up. “Oh, hi,” he said. “Are you packed?” 

“Almost,” Aaron said. He looked swiftly away. “I was wondering if you 
have an extra bag. It seems I’ve accumulated a few things that I don’t want 
to leave behind, and I can’t fit everything into my trunk. Just a small one 
will do.” 

“Yeah, sure,” said Alex. He went to his closet and pulled out a cloth bag 
with handles, and handed it to Aaron. 

“Thanks,” said Aaron, taking it. He hesitated, and then expelled a sharp 
breath. “Okay, see you in a bit.” 

“Around sundown,” Alex reminded him. 

“Got it,” said Aaron. “And, uh, don’t forget to tell your blackboard that 
you’re leaving this time.” 

Alex grinned. “Thank you for the reminder. Pll do that. Hey, Clive, you 
filthy beast, wake up! I’m going away for a few days and...” 

Aaron stepped away. With his mind full of plans, he slipped down the 
hallway toward the balcony and headed for his room, never noticing Simber 


near the mansion’s entrance, watching him curiously as he often did. 
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More Good-byes 


At sunset the white boat was fully loaded with soil, wings, personal items, 


and Charlie the gargoyle, who was stationed in his favorite spot inside the 
cabin. Aaron looked at the crowd that had gathered to send him off. He was 
surprised and quite moved by the number of people and creatures who had 
come to say good-bye. While Alex stood quietly to one side, Aaron accepted 
hugs from Sky, Lani, and even Samheed, as well as Ms. Morning, Ms. 
Octavia, Carina, and Sean. When Kaylee stepped over to him, she hugged 
him for a split second longer than he expected, and then she kissed him 
lightly on the cheek, making his ears flame. “If you fix the tube,” she 
whispered, “maybe I can see you again.” 

Aaron became immediately flustered, muttered something unintelligible, 
and quickly stepped back. 

Kaylee grinned and shoved her hands in her pockets. “And Ishibashi, Ito, 
and Sato, of course,” she added. 

“Right. Sure,” Aaron mumbled. His heart thudded in his chest as if he’d 
just run full speed across the lawn. He didn’t understand his feelings. He 
only knew that whenever Kaylee whispered in his ear, it gave him a thrill 
he’d never felt before. 

Quickly he turned away from her and bent down to pick up his sisters. He 
hoisted them up and gazed at each one’s face. “Good-bye,” he whispered to 
them, and tears sprang to his eyes. “Perhaps you can come to visit me now 
and then.” 


Alex stepped in and put a hand on Aaron’s back. “We will,” he said. “PI 
make sure of it.” He looked at the girls. “Can you say good-bye to Aaron?” 

“Bye, Ay-on,” said Thisbe. 

“Bye, Ay-on,” echoed Fifer, and then her face crumbled and she began to 
cry. 

“Oh no,” said Aaron. He tried to comfort her, but she only cried louder. 
“There. It’s going to be okay.” He looked around anxiously. 

Crow stepped in and took Fifer, and Sky reached for Thisbe so the 
brothers could depart. 

At last Aaron turned to Liam and shook his hand. “I’m very .. . I’m proud 
of you. Of us,” he said, his voice cracking a bit. “Thank you for what you 
said that day in the palace . . . that day you asked me if I wished I was 
Unwanted. I. . . well, I won’t ever forget that. And you took a huge risk. 
You’re much braver than you think, Liam.” 

Liam, dumbstruck, just kept shaking Aaron’s hand until the former high 
priest removed it from his grasp. 

Alex looked at Aaron, and Aaron at Alex. “Let’s go,” they said together in 
one voice. The group around them tittered, and even Aaron managed to 
break a smile. With a last look over his shoulder, he caught Kaylee’s eye, 
and the heat rushed to his head again. 

The brothers struck out for the boat, and a few minutes later Alex was 
steering away from Artimé. Aaron stood at the stern, reminded that once 
upon a time he thought he’d never have another friend after Eva died. But 
now he watched a myriad of them grow small in the waning light, Fifer’s 
cries taken away by the breeze. It very nearly broke his heart. 





A Brother’s Love 


A\tex commanded the white boat to go to the Island of Dragons, and the 


identical twin brothers began speeding eastward over the waves. Charlie 
stayed in the cabin, which he preferred over the water view, and the brothers 
remained in a melancholy silence until they were some distance away from 
Artimé. 

When Aaron could no longer make out any faces in the dark, he sat down 
heavily in the seat across the aisle from Alex. “That was harder than I 
expected,” he said. 

Alex was quiet, nursing a giant lump in his throat as he looked out over 
the water. He was still trying to grasp it—these were his last few days with 
Aaron. Things had finally become good between them, and soon it would be 
over. “Pll bring the girls to see you now and then,” he reminded Aaron, as 
well as himself. 

“Thank you,” said Aaron fervently. “That makes it easier.” 

“T can’t wait to find out what new spells you discover,” said Alex. He 
wanted to be sure Aaron knew that he was okay with his talent now. 


“I don’t expect I’ll try to do much of anything magical, actually,” said 
Aaron. “I kind of forgot about magic when I was there before. Never had a 
need for it.” 

“Oh,” said Alex. “Well.” 

They fell back into silence. 

After a while, Alex glanced at Aaron, thinking he might have fallen 
asleep, but Aaron was staring out over the waves. “What are you thinking 
about?” Alex asked. 

Aaron didn’t answer right away, but then he said truthfully, “I’m thinking 
about Kaylee.” 

Alex raised an eyebrow. “What about her?” 

“She... well, she whispered in my ear, for one. It made me feel weird.” 

“Good weird? Or bad?” 

Aaron thought about it. “I’m not sure. Good, I think.” 

Alex tried to hide the grin on his face. For a former ruler of an entire 
civilization, and a mage with astounding abilities, Aaron was definitely 
naive about a few things. But Alex supposed his brother had never had any 
real friends his age until now, and certainly no romantic relationships. 
“Hmm,” said Alex. “Maybe she likes you.” 

“She’s my friend, I think,” said Aaron, though he sounded uncertain. 

“Well, yes, I know that,” said Alex. “But I mean maybe she, you know, 
likes you in a different way.” 

Aaron had a hard time imagining anybody liking him like that. He’d never 
pictured himself coupled with anyone romantically. In his imagination, he 
was always and forever alone. “I don’t know,” he said. 

“Don’t know what?” 

But Aaron didn’t know the answer to that question either. He shrugged 
and shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about this. It doesn’t matter 
anyway.” 

Alex understood the complex thoughts that were probably going through 
Aaron’s mind. “I get it,” he said. He got up and unfolded his seat to make a 
bed. 

Aaron did the same, and the two grabbed blankets and lay down under the 
stars. 
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The next morning Alex woke to a familiar sight: the cylindrical island jutting 
up in front of them. The boat was idling, slowly circling the island. Alex got 
up and started looking for Pan. Knowing she was probably hiding, Alex 
hoped they wouldn’t have to wait long before she noticed them. 

“Pan?” he called out a bit uncertainly. His voice woke Aaron, who sat up 
and looked slowly up the immense wall of rock before him. Charlie opened 
the door and peeked through the crack to see what was happening. 

“How are we supposed to get up there?” Aaron asked. 

“Pan will help us,” said Alex. “I hope she’s here.” 

It didn’t take long before Pan’s oversized head appeared above them, and 
soon she was climbing down the wall in her awkward way, using her tail as a 
rope and sinking her claws into the stone, dropping down one length at a 
time. When she neared the boat, she stopped and clung to the wall, looking 
all around warily. 

“Do not call my name aloud again,” she said in a low voice. “You’re too 
trusting. You know the pirates are on the move.” 

Charlie quickly closed the door to the cabin, hiding inside. 

“T’m sorry,” Alex whispered. “I didn’t think they had come all the way out 
here.” 

“They haven’t—not yet, anyway,” said Pan. “But we cannot be too 
cautious. Eventually they will notice that the storm is gone from the Island 
of Shipwrecks if they haven’t already, and that will anger them as well. We 
must be very careful not to give them a reason to come this way.” 

Alex and Aaron nodded, Aaron’s eyes wide with dread at the thought of 
the pirates making a stop at his future home. He hadn’t thought about that— 
without the hurricane, anyone could approach the island and attack the 
scientists. It made Aaron even more eager to get there and check on them. 

Pan continued to look all around, and when she was satisfied they were 
not being watched, she peered at the wings lying in the boat. Her face 
changed abruptly. “How beautiful,” she crooned. She looked at Alex and 
Aaron with tears in her eyes. “You have matched my children perfectly. I 
could not have imagined it.” 

“T hope they work,” Alex said. 

Pan’s eyes clouded. “As do I,” she said. 

“Let’s give them a try. Which dragon shall we work with first?” 

“Arabis the orange is the most mature,” said Pan. “She will sit quietly 
while you work on her.” 


“Then we’ll work on Arabis first,” said Alex. 

Aaron picked up a wing for the orange dragon and handed it to Alex, then 
went back for the second one. He gave a dubious look at the ruler of the sea, 
afraid to ask where they had to go, exactly, to find the orange dragon. 

Pan gripped the side of the cylindrical island and dropped her tail, letting 
it slither around the boys. “We must hurry so no one notices your boat,” she 
said. 

Alex frowned, thinking Pan was acting a bit paranoid. “We’ll go as fast as 
we can, but we want to get it right.” 

“Of course,” said Pan. With her tail tightly wound around the boys’ 
chests, she lifted them out of the boat. 

Aaron clung to the wing and looked around anxiously as he began to rise 
in the air next to Alex. “This is quite frightening, isn’t it?” he whispered. 

“A bit,” Alex agreed. “But she won’t let go of us.” 

“Let’s hope not,” said Aaron. 

Pan climbed up the wall, her body moving jerkily but her tail remaining 
quite calm as she went. Soon she reached the top and swung the boys over 
and down into the core of the island. 

In daylight, the dragons were much easier to spot in the shallow water. 
Aaron looked as if he were about to faint. He began to tremble and sweat 
profusely. 

“They won’t hurt us,” Alex said. “I promise. Aren’t they beautiful?” 

Aaron had to admit they were, but his fear reminded him of the day he 
met Panther. A pang of guilt mingled with the fear. He still needed to tell 
Alex about the jungle animals. 

Pan called to Arabis, the orange dragon, in a strange language. “They are 
learning to communicate in your language,” said Pan. “But for safety we 
speak the language of the dragons.” She continued to speak to Arabis the 
orange, coaxing her to climb up and sit on a rock ledge out of the water. Pan 
lowered the boys down next to her, and Arabis turned her attention to Aaron, 
sniffing him. 

“Oh my,” Aaron said, beyond uncomfortable. “Hi there.” He shrank back 
and pressed against the wall, holding the wing in front of him like a shield. 
He gave himself a silent pep talk to build his confidence, knowing the 
dragon, like Panther, could probably sense his fear. 

“Hold out your fist, like this,” said Alex, showing him how to greet the 
dragons. 


“Why?” 

“So they can smell you and determine if you are more good than evil.” 

Aaron’s face went gray. “You’re joking.” 

“No,” said Alex. 

“What if... what if Pm .. . not?” 

Alex shrugged. “You are.” 

“How do you know?” 

Alex gave his brother a sympathetic look. “Just do it.” 

Aaron did it, trying not to shake. His eyes closed and he held his breath. 
Sweat beaded on his forehead. 

Arabis sniffed Aaron’s fist. Then she sniffed again, lingering over him for 
several moments as if trying to decide. Eventually she seemed satisfied with 
him and moved her head over to Alex to do the same thing. Alex greeted her. 

Aaron opened one eye. “Is she done?” he whispered. 

“You passed,” said Alex. “Congratulations. You are more good than evil.” 

Aaron let out a deep breath. “I was worried.” 

One of the other young dragons blew a small blast of fire into the air 
nearby, making both boys jump. 

Pan nodded at Alex. “She’s ready.” 

Alex took a deep breath to calm his nerves. He plucked a meld component 
from his pocket and lifted the base of the first wing in the air. He pressed the 
wing against the dragon’s back, moving it around, trying to find the exact 
best angle to secure it. Once he felt confident the wing was placed correctly, 
he applied the meld spell and watched as the base of the wing melded into 
the dragon’s back, and the wing magically took on the exact sheen of the 
dragon’s body. Alex stepped back and looked carefully at it from all 
directions, as Arabis turned her head curiously to see what had been attached 
to her. 

Aaron handed Alex the second wing, and Alex did the same with it on the 
other side of the dragon’s back. Once attached, it also took on the magic 
sheen of the dragon’s body. “Okay, Aaron,” said Alex. “Can you bring them 
to life?” 

Aaron nodded and gingerly stepped toward Arabis. The orange dragon’s 
spiny back rippled as she tried to get used to the new appendages, and she 
shifted uncomfortably. Aaron put his hand out and touched the dragon’s side. 
“Don’t be afraid,” Aaron whispered, partly to remind himself to calm down. 


The dragon turned her face so she could see Aaron, and the two gazes 
connected. Arabis’s trembling stopped, and Aaron smiled at the beast. “I’m 
going to make your new wings feel better,” he said. He didn’t know if the 
dragon could understand him, but she bowed her head as if she did. 

After a moment, Aaron touched her right wing and concentrated on it, 
thinking about bringing it to life. “Live,” he said softly. 

The wing shimmered and began to move of its own accord. Aaron gently 
guided the wing into its folded position while Arabis craned her neck to see 
what was happening. Then Aaron moved around to her other side and did the 
same with the left. 

Pan watched from a short distance away, her eyes shining. 

When Aaron looked up, he said, “You’ll want to give them some lessons 
before they are suited to fly long distances. We tested the wings at home and 
discovered that the wearer must command the wings to go to a certain place 
or to fly in a certain direction. And they must concentrate and think about 
flying.” 

“T will teach them the requirements,” said Pan. 

Alex looked up. “I’ve made the wings a little larger than necessary to 
accommodate small amounts of growth. Unfortunately, because the wings 
are magical and not real appendages, I was unable to give them the ability to 
grow along with the dragons. But you had mentioned that the young dragons 
would remain this size for about ten years before they begin to grow rapidly, 
so these wings should be sufficient to last them until then.” 

“Tt is long enough,” said Pan humbly. “Thank you.” 

Alex bowed. “If you are able to bring the dragons back to me in Artimé 
when they’ve begun their growth spurt, we will happily make new wings to 
suit their larger size.” 

Pan bowed in return. “We shall never forget your kindness. Both of you.” 

Aaron cleared his throat. “We should probably finish the job before you 
thank us,” he said. “Which one is next?” 

“Yarbeck, the purple and gold,” said Pan. “And then Ivis, the green. Then 
we’ ll do the males, Hux and Drock, after the females are done. I’ll help you 
bring the rest of the wings.” 

While Arabis the orange experimented with moving her wings, Pan 
wrapped her tail around the boys and went back to the boat, returning a short 
time later with the other four sets. Over the course of the morning, all five 
young dragons received their magical appendages, and Alex and Aaron 


finished up their work getting only a tiny bit singed by Drock, the dark 
purple dragon, who seemed the most temperamental of the entire cylinder of 
dragons. 

The dragons were clever, and soon Arabis and Yarbeck were managing to 
take short, awkward flights around the inside of the island. Pan left them to 
their antics. She brought Alex and Aaron back outside of the island and 
delivered them to their boat. 

As she set them gently into the Claire and thanked them once more, 
Charlie exited the cabin and began signing to Alex. 

Alex concentrated, trying to decipher Charlie’s sign language. “What is 
it?” he said. “Is something wrong? Slow down a bit, will you?” 

Charlie began again, slower this time, and Alex followed along, 
mumbling a word or two under his breath. And then he relaxed a bit. 

“What is it?” asked Aaron. 

Pan’s eyes blazed with concern. “What’s happened?” 

Alex put his hand in the air to reassure the dragon. “I don’t think there’s 
cause to worry,” he said. “A visitor has arrived on the shores of Artimé.” 





Surprising News 


Wat sort of visitor?” demanded Pan. 


Charlie signed again. 

When he finished, Alex looked up. “The unconscious sort,” he said. “This 
isn’t the first time it’s happened. Charlie says the folks at home are certain 
she’s an escapee from Warbler. She’s wearing rags and a thorn necklace, just 
like Sky and Crow were when they arrived on a raft.” 

“T see,” said Pan, settling down. “Is she expected to survive?” 

“T hope so,” said Alex. “Claire and Carina are working on her.” 

Pan blinked slowly. “I wish her the best. Perhaps she can shed some light 
on the recent activities on Warbler.” 

“We’ll pass that on,” said Alex. He turned to Charlie. “Did you get that?” 

Charlie nodded. 

Alex glanced at Aaron. “Ready?” 

“Ready,” said Aaron. His stomach fluttered with excitement. He lifted a 
hand in farewell to Pan. 

“Thank you,” Pan said to them. “You’ll never know the depth of my 
gratitude.” 

“We’re glad we could help,” said Aaron. 


Alex smiled at the dragon. “Pll stop back to see you on my way home in 
case there’s news,” he said. And with that, the brothers were on their way to 
the Island of Shipwrecks. 
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The rest of the journey was uneventful. Alex was tired and fell asleep early, 
and Aaron stared out over the water in front of them, fretting about Panther 
and the jungle. Finally he decided he’d confess right before Alex left the 
Island of Shipwrecks. That way Aaron wouldn’t have to witness Alex’s 
disappointment for long. 

With his mind finally settled, Aaron slept. They passed the Island of 
Graves without incident, and by morning they awoke to the sight of 
shipwrecks. 

Aaron jumped to his feet and combed his hair with his fingers. Alex 
offered him breakfast, but Aaron was too nervous to eat. He strained to see if 
there was any movement on the island. Were the scientists still alive and 
healthy? 

His fears were soon assuaged when he saw them emerge from behind the 
rocks, moving swiftly toward the shore to greet them. 

Aaron sighed with relief and bounced on his toes, leaning forward over 
the bow, as Ishibashi lifted a hand to his eyes to shield the sun. 

Alex shoved his hands in his pockets and glared at the water, trying to 
swallow the lump in his throat, and let the boat steer itself carefully around 
the wrecks and rocks near the shore. Soon they were within spitting distance, 
floating close enough to walk across a handful of rocks to the island. Before 
the boat stopped, Aaron hopped out and rushed across the rocky path toward 
the scientists. He caught the old men in a giant group embrace, almost 
knocking them down. 

Alex lagged behind on the boat, heaving two sacks of the dirt they’d 
transported and bringing them onto the shore, then going back for more. He 
wanted to give Aaron a moment to catch up. He also selfishly wanted Aaron 
to feel sad about leaving him, but that didn’t seem to be happening. Alex 
was miserable, and Aaron seemed actually . . . joyful. 

Soon Ito broke away and rushed across the rocks to Alex’s side. He 
grabbed the last sack of dirt, flung it over his shoulder and carried it to the 
pile, then pulled Alex by the arm to the others, talking excitedly in his native 
language. Alex smiled reluctantly and joined them. 


“We are glad to see you both alive and well,” Ishibashi said. “We’ve been 
worried these past months. He turned to Aaron. “And how is your 
applecorn?” 

Aaron laughed. “It’s intact,” he said. 

Alex looked puzzled, but no one explained. 

“Are you here to visit? Or to stay?” asked Ishibashi. 

“My job in Artimé is done, and I’m here to stay,” said Aaron. “If you’ll let 
me.” 

Ishibashi’s grin grew wide. He turned to Ito and Sato and translated the 
news. The two older men clasped their hands together, expressing their 
happiness. 

“And Alex-san?” 

“Oh,” said Alex, “I’ve got to go home.” 

“Will you stay for tea?” Ishibashi asked. 

Alex didn’t know how long he wanted to extend the agony. But it 
wouldn’t be polite to say no. “Sure, I’d love that,” he said. “Thank you.” 

Ishibashi spoke to Ito and Sato again, and soon the two hurried off toward 
the shelter. 

Alex, Aaron, and Ishibashi remained on the shore, and while Aaron and 
Ishibashi talked excitedly, Alex looked on, feeling a bit lost. He watched his 
brother become alive and animated—a rare sight—and he knew Aaron was 
in the right place here. But it didn’t make Alex feel much better. 

Alex’s sight blurred. “You forgot your bag,” he said, turning abruptly. He 
crossed the rocks to the white boat, taking a few deep breaths to steady 
himself. It would be a lonely ride home, just him and Charlie. 

Alex climbed into the boat and picked up Aaron’s trunk and bag of 
belongings. They weren’t heavy—Aaron hadn’t acquired much in his time 
away from the Island of Shipwrecks. Alex carried them ashore and dropped 
them at Aaron’s feet. 

Aaron looked up. “Thank you,” he said, sounding a bit guilty. “You didn’t 
have to do that.” 

Alex waved him off, not trusting his voice. He attempted a smile, which 
came out a bit crooked. 

Ishibashi put his hand on Alex’s arm. “Thank you for bringing Aaron 
home to us. Perhaps we can convince you to stay the night?” 

Alex shook his head. “No, thank you, Ishibashi-san. I’ve got to get back to 
Artimé and check on Henry. He’s been out saving the giant crab island’s 


life . . . somehow.” 

Ishibashi looked confused for a moment, but then his face cleared. “Ah, I 
see,” he said knowingly. Then his eyes grew troubled. He looked from one 
boy to the other, but he remained silent. 

Alex couldn’t bear to look at Aaron. “Actually,” he said abruptly, “I 
should probably skip tea and head out. I’m... . I’m sorry for the trouble.” 

Ishibashi smiled sympathetically. “Tea is never trouble. But I understand.” 

Alex’s face crumbled. He had to get out of there. Finally he looked at his 
brother. “Good-bye,” he said. 

Aaron reached out his arms and embraced Alex for a long moment. “PH 
see you again soon.” He patted Alex on the back, a bit harder than he 
intended, for he hadn’t yet perfected the sort of touch one gives when one is 
going to miss someone. And then he remembered the jungle. 

Aaron closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. “Before you go, there’s 
something you should know,” he said. He opened his eyes and looked out 
over Alex’s shoulder at the white boat, where Charlie was waving and 
jumping up and down on one of the seat cushions. Aaron frowned and 
released Alex. “Oh my,” he said. “Look. Charlie’s waving, and I don’t think 
he’s just saying good-bye.” 

Alex turned quickly and squinted at the gargoyle, whose waving now 
turned to hand signals. 

Aaron looked from Alex’s face to Charlie’s, and back again. 

Alex strained to make out what Charlie was saying. After a minute, his 
hand rose to his chest. He clutched his robe and swore under his breath. 
Charlie finished signing and stood there in the boat, shoulders slumped. 

“What is it?” asked Aaron anxiously. “What’s happened?” 

Alex turned to Aaron and Ishibashi. “I’ve got awful news,” he said with 
agonizing slowness. “It appears Artimé is about to be obliterated.” 


Ishibashi’s Secret 


What?” cried Aaron. “Obliterated? By whom? Certainly not Quill. Not 


after everything you’ve done for them.” 

“No, it’s not Quill this time,” said Alex. “There’s not a lot of information 
yet. The escapee from Warbler regained consciousness for a few moments— 
long enough to give a warning before collapsing again. She said that Queen 
Eagala and the pirates have been plotting the demise of Artimé for some 
time. And they are only days away from an attack.” Alex tumed back to 
Charlie. “Is there anything else?” he called. 

Charlie shook his head. There was nothing else to tell. 

“I have to go now,” Alex said. “They need .. . me.” He stared at Aaron, 
fear in his eyes. 

Aaron searched his brother’s face, and his heart fell into his stomach. He 
dropped his gaze and swallowed, then glanced at Ishibashi with a pleading 
look. 

Ishibashi looked down. 

Aaron let out a breath, cringed, and finally turned to Alex again. He shook 
his head, resigned. Then he bent down and grabbed his bag. “Come on,” he 
said. “TIl go with you.” 

Alex’s eyes flickered. “You don’t have to do that.” 

“Tt’s okay,” Aaron said, lifting his chin stoically. “Let’s go back to Artimé. 
Quickly now! We need time to prepare. Besides,” he admitted, “I wouldn’t 
be any good sitting here worrying. Pll be there with you through it all. You 
can take me back here after we win the battle.” 


Alex could only stare at his brother. There was no way for him to express 
how deeply he appreciated Aaron’s willingness to sacrifice all plans to go 
back and help Artimé once more. “Thank you,” he murmured. 

Aaron turned to Ishibashi. “I’m sorry. I hope you understand why I have 
to go back.” 

The old man nodded, but his face was awash in agony. He was acting very 
strange. 

Alex noticed the look on Ishibashi and regarded him with growing 
concern. “What’s wrong, Ishibashi-san?” 

Ishibashi gulped, then clung to Aaron’s shirtsleeve, a battle raging behind 
his eyes. 

Aaron became alarmed. “Is something the matter? Are you ill?” 

The scientist shook his head. “I am ill with guilt,” he whispered. 

“What?” asked Alex. 

Ishibashi let go of Aaron and covered his face for a moment. Then he 
looked up. “There is something I must confess to you before you go, Aaron. 
Something that may be crucial to you in battle.” 

The boys stared. “What is it?” Aaron asked. 

“The medicine that Henry has for the giant crab—I know what it is. I gave 
it to him.” 

Alex shifted impatiently. 

“Yes, and?” prompted Aaron. 

“It’s a magical seaweed that will allow Karkinos to live many years .. . 
perhaps even forever.” 

“That’s great,” said Alex. “But we really need to go... .” 

“Shh,” said Aaron, touching Alex’s arm. He narrowed his eyes at 
Ishibashi. “Go on.” 

Ishibashi’s look turned helpless. “I told Henry that whenever one uses that 
medicine on a human, he must have their full understanding and permission 
to do so.” 

“That makes sense,” said Aaron. 

Ishibashi nodded sorrowfully. “But I did not heed my own instructions.” 

Both boys were still now. Staring at the little man. 

“When you landed on our shores, Aaron, I thought you were our new 
friend Alex. You were so near death—there was nothing we could do to save 
you... except for one thing.” 


Aaron’s bag dropped to the sand with a thud. “What are you saying?” he 
said harshly. 

Alex’s stare moved from Ishibashi to Aaron as the truth came to him. 
“You gave him that?” he whispered. “So he’s...” 

Ishibashi nodded, and a tear slipped down his cheek. “Unbeknownst to 
Aaron, and without his permission, I gave him the seaweed. And now he is 
like Ito, Sato, and me. Immortal.” 

Ishibashi faced Aaron. “I am very sorry I didn’t tell you this news before. 
I was afraid to. But you deserve to know the truth.” 

Aaron just looked at him. “Immortal?” he breathed. 

Ishibashi nodded. “Obviously we are not fully sure that we, and you, will 
live forever, because forever hasn’t come to pass. So there is no way to test 
the theory. But from our best scientific deductions to date, we’re quite 
certain. You won’t die, Aaron.” 

The brothers were dazed, too blown away by this news to say anything. 

Ishibashi touched their shoulders and spoke gently. “And now you must 
go. Take this news and ponder it. If you are angry, I am the one to blame.” 

Aaron put his hand to his head as if to stop it from spinning. 

Alex recovered from the shock and gave Ishibashi a meaningful look. 
“Thank you for telling us,” he said. “We’ll talk it through on the ride home.” 

“Please tell no one, not even your friends, for we don’t want word of the 
seaweed to get into the wrong hands. It could be very dangerous if that 
happens. The fewer people who know of it, the better.” Ishibashi gripped 
Aaron’s shoulder. “Are you all right?” 

Aaron nodded dumbly. He reached out for the man and embraced him. 
“T’m okay,” he said. He released the scientist and picked up his bag again. 

“We will talk more when you return,” said Ishibashi. He whisked away a 
tear. “If you are not too angry to return, that is.” 

Aaron just shook his head. “I don’t feel anything right now,” he said. “But 
this island is where I belong. This news doesn’t change that. I don’t think so, 
anyway.” He nodded at Alex. “Let’s go.” 

Alex hugged Ishibashi. “Thank you,” he whispered to the scientist, though 
he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because it was he who Ishibashi initially 
intended to save. 

Alex picked up Aaron’s trunk and followed him to the white boat, both 
minds whirring. Ishibashi Junpei remained on the shore, wondering if he’d 
ever see them again. 





Aaron Immortal 


Can you believe it?” Alex asked Aaron once the boat was weaving through 


the rocks and on the way. 

Aaron shook his head. He sat at the stern, watching Ishibashi grow small 
as the white boat flew across the waves at top speed. When the scientist was 
gone from sight, Aaron dropped his head in his hands. 

Alex stayed in the captain’s seat. He checked in with Charlie to see if 
there was anything more he could learn about the impending battle, but there 
was nothing new. “Has Florence returned?” he asked. 

Charlie stood still a moment, then shook his head. 

Alex frowned. “Okay. Thanks. You can go.” 

The head mage mulled over the battle predicament. He felt lost without 
Florence, and hoped Artimé was dealing with the news all right. He sighed, 
feeling helpless, and glanced over his shoulder at Aaron. 

“Are you okay?” Alex asked gently. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

Aaron looked up. His face was wan. “I wish I’d asked Ishibashi what 
exactly this means.” 

“Yes, me too,” said Alex. “I’m not so sure he knows. I think he’d have 
told you more if he knew specifics. But it’s all making sense now, isn’t it? 
The fact that they are so old, and still so strong. And Henry being secretive 


about his medicine, but so sure it would work to heal Karkinos. Henry did 
great keeping their secret, that’s for sure.” He recalled the time Henry had 
asked him the hypothetical question about whether he’d want to live forever. 
Now he knew where that conversation had stemmed from. 

Aaron shook his head, still overwhelmed. “But what if I don’t want to be 
immortal?” The vastness of that prospect was something he couldn’t digest. 
“Does it mean that if someone were to hit me with three heart attack spells, I 
wouldn’t die? Or run me through with a sword? Or chop my head off? Even 
then?” 

“T don’t know,” said Alex. “I doubt Ishibashi knows, either, unless they’ve 
tried killing each other to test it out. But somehow I doubt they’d do that.” 

“What happens if I get a non-life-threatening injury?” 

Alex smiled grimly. “I don’t know. I can punch you in the face if you’d 
like. See what happens.” 

Aaron laughed. “Pl think about it,” he said. He leaned his head back on 
the seat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Ugh,” he groaned. “This is so 
weird.” 

They fell back into silence. As the day became night, Alex’s mind 
returned to the more urgent matter: the pending attack and the unsettling 
word that the Warbler escapee had used. “Obliteration.” What would they 
find when they reached home? 

Alex urged the white boat to go faster, and he stayed near the controls late 
into the night as they sped past the Island of Graves. 

Aaron dozed, and soon Alex was nodding off too. After a time he got up, 
arranged the seat into a bed, and lay down, knowing he needed rest. But his 
nightmares were filled with frightening attacks on Artimé, and they ended 
with him being stabbed through the heart when he was just out of reach of 
Ishibashi, who was holding magical seaweed. In the dream, as Alex died, he 
saw Artimé’s mansion and all of its vibrant color disappear before his eyes, 
leaving only a gray shack and a throng of angry, starving Unwanteds turning 
on each other, with enemies taking over the island. 


DD KK 


The sun was bright overhead when Alex awoke. Aaron was shaking him. 
“Hey!” said Aaron. “Wake up. You might want to slow down the boat. 
Pan’s been chasing us for the past few minutes.” 


It took Alex a moment to process the strange request, but then he sat up 
and immediately commanded the boat to stop. He looked around, disoriented 
until he caught sight of the cylindrical island and Pan gliding up beside them 
in the water. 

Pan swung her head to look at the boys as the waves splashed up against 
the side of the boat. “Have you any news?” she asked. “Why is Aaron with 
you? Has something happened to the scientists?” 

Alex had forgotten his promise to stop on his way back. “I’m so glad you 
saw us,” he said. He explained what had happened with the escapee from 
Warbler and the coming attack, and told her that Aaron had returned with 
him to help fight. 

Pan listened intently. Occasional angry bursts of smoke shot from her 
nostrils, making Alex and Aaron shrink back. She remained silent until Alex 
had finished speaking, then moved swiftly to the cylindrical island and 
climbed its wall halfway. She trained her gaze to the west. “I see no sign of 
movement yet,” she said. “So you will beat them to Artimé. Perhaps that 
gives you some comfort.” 

“A little,” said Alex. “I don’t suppose you see Florence, Henry, and Spike 
returning by any chance, do you? I’m feeling nervous without Florence to 
lead us to battle.” 

“I’m sorry—lI don’t see them,” said Pan. She climbed back down the side 
of the island and glided over to the boat. “Perhaps now is a good time for me 
to return the great favor I owe you. What can I do to help?” 


ey A 


Frantic Preparations 


A\tex pressed his fingers to his temples, trying to organize his thoughts so 


he could utilize Pan’s offer in the best possible way. “We desperately need 
Florence,” he reiterated, thinking aloud. “And Henry for healing. And 
Spike . . .” He looked up at Pan. “Can you go to the Island of Legends as 
soon as possible? Let Henry, Spike, and Florence know that we need them 
home immediately if it’s safe to leave Karkinos.” 

“Of course,” said Pan. “I need a short time to prepare the children for my 
absence, but I’ Il arrive at the Island of Legends by late tonight.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex. “That’s a tremendous help.” 

“Tt’s the least I can do.” Immediately Pan began fishing with her tail as 
she’d done in the past, and soon she was launching large fish into the air so 
they’d land inside the island. “Safe travels, and take care,” she said. “I’ll see 
you upon my return.” She flung another bunch. 

Alex held his hand up. “Good-bye for now. Let me know if you have any 
trouble with the wings.” 

“Think no more about that,” said Pan. “Luck be with you. You’! need it.” 

Alex nodded, his heart heavy knowing she was right. He started up the 
boat and turned to Charlie. “Let Claire know that we’ve made it to the Island 
of Dragons and should be home sometime after dark tonight. Tell her Pan is 
heading out shortly to the Island of Legends to alert Florence, Henry, and 
Spike.” 

Charlie nodded and went back into the cabin. 


Alex directed the boat to go home, and soon the brothers were speeding 
over the waves. 

With the boat magically piloting itself, Alex sat down heavily and put his 
face in his hands. “This is really happening,” he whispered. His nightmare 
and the discussion with Pan had brought with it a sense of real doom and an 
intense fear of the unknown. What were they in for? If only Alex could have 
a glimpse of the future so he’d better know what to do. But there was no 
magic spell for that. 

Aaron, who was rummaging around in the supplies, pulled out two 
lunches and brought one over to Alex. 

Alex took it and sighed, feeling defeated. “I don’t know what to do,” he 
said. 

“Try eating it,” said Aaron. 

“Not with the lunch. With the—wait. Was that another joke?” 

Aaron shrugged and bit into the crust of a bulging savory pie. 

“You’re feeling better then, I take it,” Alex said. He watched Aaron stuff 
his face, and then began eating too. He discovered he was ravenous, as he 
hadn’t had much of an appetite for dinner after they’d left the Island of 
Shipwrecks. As the boys ate their lunches, they sank back into their 
individual thoughts: Alex devastated by the news of the coming attack and 
trying to sort out a plan from a jumbled mess of ideas, and Aaron feeling 
mixed about his immortality, combined with having to turn back to Artimé 
after he’d been so ready to go to his new home. Aaron’s thoughts had taken 
him to consider the battle against Gondoleery, for he’d been immortal then, 
only he hadn’t known it. 

“Tf you think about it,” Aaron said out of the blue, pausing before taking a 
bite, “it makes sense. The immortality, I mean. I got hit pretty hard in the 
battle with Gondoleery. I’?d wondered about that—and I was really surprised 
I hadn’t gotten knocked out or killed. I mean, look what her fireballs did to 
you.” 

Alex glared. “I was fine after a while.” 

Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Okay, if you say so. From my perspective you 
looked like a bonfire, but what do I know? I was only conscious the entire 
time.” 

Alex frowned and looked away. 

“You’re right, though,’ Aaron allowed after a minute. “You did pick 
yourself up pretty well.” 


Alex rolled his eyes and finished his meal. He folded his plate until it 
disappeared. “So you think the seaweed kept you from getting killed by 
Gondoleery>?” 

“She hit me dead-on with a fireball at close range,” Aaron said, all traces 
of sarcasm now gone from his voice. “It stunned me, but I got up all right. 
Everybody else was getting killed or knocked out. I thought I just got lucky, 
like maybe her aim was bad that one time. But the seaweed explains it, don’t 
you think?” 

Alex shrugged and shook his head in wonder. “I guess it does,” he said, 
looking up and catching his brother’s gaze. “All I can say is that I’m glad. 
It’ll make me worry less about you in this upcoming battle, that’s for sure.” 
He frowned and didn’t say what else was going through his mind . . . that 
Aaron would also be doing some worrying. Now knowing the pirates were 
involved, Alex was certain they’d be coming for him—and they’d be extra 
vigilant in getting the right twin this time. 

But Alex had so much more to consider than just his own life. There was 
Artimé, too. 

Once they’d both finished eating, Alex sat up straight, pulled out his 
notebook and produced a pencil, and began to scribble down all the strategic 
ideas he could think of. He drew maps and made a list of his strongest 
fighters. He wished again for Florence, but knew he might have to do this 
without her, and it scared him to death. 

When he ran out of ideas, he called on Charlie to communicate with Lani 
so he could run some plans by her. And every now and then he’d ask Lani’s 
and Aaron’s advice on something. 

“This is crazy,” Alex said at one point to both Charlie and Aaron, “but 
what do you think of our fighters meeting the enemies halfway? Battling it 
out at sea?” 

Charlie soon relayed Lani’s response, and Alex translated it so Aaron 
could hear. “Lani says, ‘Nice idea against the Warblerans who can’t swim, 
but maybe not the pirates since that’s how they usually fight.’ Hmm.” 

Aaron nodded. “Plus, we only have one ship. They have dozens, don’t 
they?” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “Good point. Nix that.” After a while he started 
scribbling again, and Aaron, feeling restless and unsettled, began to pace. 
Charlie sat down on the deck, but it wasn’t long before he took on a slightly 


green tinge and held his stomach. When it seemed clear that Alex was done 
with him for the time being, he went back into the cabin to lie down. 

Throughout the afternoon and evening the brothers strategized and mulled 
over ideas, sometimes bringing in Simber or Lani or Sky or Claire through 
Matilda and Charlie’s telepathic connection. Alex knew that Artimé could 
put up a good fight. But the pirates were a different sort of enemy—they 
were trained fighters. It’s what they did. Could Artimé withstand it? 
Especially now, with their ranks thinned from all the previous battles? 

And what if Alex were captured and killed in the midst of battle? Artimé 
would disappear, and with it went the magic. It would put Artimé in terrible 
trouble. Even with Claire or Lani prepared to take over for him as mage, it 
would take time to bring the world back in order for the fighters’ magic to be 
restored. First they’d have to get to the shack, grab a robe, stand on the back 
step without getting attacked . . . It was no easy spell, and it took a ton of 
concentration. Being without magic would leave all of Artimé helpless to 
defend themselves for however long it took to restore it. Possibly enough 
time to get them all killed. 

It was during one lull in the strategic planning that the most incredibly 
ridiculous, yet totally brilliant idea came into Alex’s head. And it wouldn’t 
leave. He tried pushing it aside, but the more he thought about it, the more 
sense it made. He looked long and hard at Aaron, seeming to almost stare 
right through him as thoughts rushed around inside his head. He cringed. It 
made sense. 

“Why in Quill are you staring and making faces at me like that?” asked 
Aaron. “It’s unsettling.” 

Alex blinked. “What?” 

“You’re staring at me like you want to... I don’t know... kill me or 
something.” He nearly laughed at the irony, but Alex seemed stressed, and 
he didn’t want to make light of such a serious situation. 

“Sorry,” said Alex. “It’s just that . . .” He trailed off, thinking some more. 
“It’s just that I have this idea. And . . .” His brows furrowed. “And I think 
you... can help me.” 

“Sure,” said Aaron. “What is it? P1 do whatever I can.” 

Alex gave him another hard look. “Can I trust you? Completely, I mean. 
Fully, one hundred percent, no fears, no worries—” 

Aaron sighed impatiently. “If you don’t already, then I doubt you ever 
will,” he said. “I can say yes all day but I can’t change your mind.” 


“You’re right, you’re right,” muttered Alex. “And I do. I just . . . this is 
going to sound strange. And likely insane.” 

Aaron watched Alex with growing interest. “Well? Go ahead and say it.” 

Alex studied Aaron’s face a moment longer, and then he said, “I want you 
to be the head mage of Artimé.” 





A Secret Arrangement 


Aaron stared at Alex. He sat up, opened his mouth, closed it again, and 


stared some more. “Have you lost your mind?” he asked presently. 

“Seems so,” muttered Alex. He paced to the bow of the boat and stood 
there for a moment, staring toward Artimé. A moment later he returned to 
Aaron’s side. “No, I haven’t. It’s an excellent plan. Temporarily, I mean, of 
course, unless I die that is, and then it would clearly be for longer, I suppose. 
Hmm. Plus—and this is beside the fact—I think you’d be great at it.” 

“Perhaps you’d like to explain.” 

Alex nodded. “It’s easy, really. You’re immortal. If you’re the mage of 
Artimé and you can’t die, then Artimé will never disappear again like it did 
when you—” He stopped abruptly. “When you killed Mr. Today.” He 
grimaced, and for an instant he thought he truly must have lost his mind to 
offer the head mage position to the person who had killed the very man who 
had created the magical world. 

Aaron stared. He shook his head. 


“Plus, to be honest, you’re a stronger mage than I am, so you’d do well in 
the position in case you’d need to take it on long term.” 

“Wait. Stop.” Aaron put up his hand to argue, but Alex waved him down. 

“No, I’m serious,” Alex said. “I’ve known it for a while—I just didn’t like 
it all that much. But it’s true. You’re better at magic than most of us. All of 
us, maybe. And you have leadership skills—just look at how you handle the 
people of Quill.” 

“You’re being ridiculous,” said Aaron. But his eyes flickered, and his 
mind began to whir. 

“No,” said Alex, “I’m being unselfish for the sake of Artimé. Picture it: If 
the pirates kill me, Artimé will disappear until Lani or Claire has a chance to 
get to the shack, stand on the step with a robe . . .” He shook his head. “That 
spell is quite complicated, and if we’re in the midst of battle, no one’s magic 
will work until the world is brought back. And I doubt the pirates are going 
to sit idly by, waiting for Lani or Claire to do all the rigmarole, ‘repeat times 
three,’ et cetera, and for the magic to start working again. Anyone doing 
such an obvious thing will be tackled too, in an instant. And then what? 
Artimé will be defenseless if the mages keep dying. And it’s not just Artimé 
now—it’s all of Quill, too, that will disappear, leaving the Wanteds and 
Necessaries with no place to hide.” 

“Why not just appoint Claire or Lani now? So they don’t have to restore 
the world?” 

“The same thing will happen if they die fighting. That’s why it’s got to be 
you, don’t you see?” 

“Hide them away, then.” 

“No way. They’re both way too strong, and both team leaders. I can’t 
spare either one. We’re going to need everyone fighting who is willing to 
fight.” He knit his brow. “Plus, Artimé doesn’t hide.” 

Aaron sat dumbfounded. He turned and looked back over the water, 
thinking. It all made sense. But him, the head mage of Artimé? Even 
temporarily, what sort of uproar would that cause? He turned abruptly to 
look at Alex. “It won’t work. No one will allow it. You know that well 
enough. Simber, Claire, Carina, Samheed—they’d throw me over the 
waterfall before they’d let me wear a robe in Artimé.” 

Alex grew troubled. “True,” he said. He thought for a long moment. “But 
remember what Ishibashi said? He said not to tell anyone about the 
immortality. We don’t want the news of the power of the seaweed to get into 


the wrong hands. We need to keep this information between us—at least for 
now. Since we can’t explain why we’re doing this, we won’t actually tell 
anyone. We’ll make the transition a secret.” 

“A secret?” 

“Yes. And if I don’t die, I’Il just take the position of head mage back again 
after we win the battle, and no one will ever know. But in case I do, Artimé 
won’t disappear. Pll appoint you tonight—I’ll give you a robe and 
everything, just in case. Keep it with you, but don’t wear it unless you hear 
of my death.” 

A myriad of emotions filled Aaron—more than he’d ever let himself feel 
before. Anger and fear came out first. “You’re not going to die,” he said. 
“Stop talking like that!” 

“Aaron, please. I’ve been in enough battles to know people die—even the 
ones you wouldn’t expect to. As the leader of Artimé, I have to be practical. 
Don’t you see?” He gripped Aaron’s shoulder. “Say you’ll do this. I need 
you to. For Artimé.” 

Aaron sighed, exasperated. He pulled away and walked to the front of the 
boat, letting the cool spray of the sea hit his face, his skin. He didn’t know 
what to think. He didn’t want to picture his brother dying. He didn’t want to 
think about what Claire and Carina and Samheed and all the others would do 
or say if it happened—would they believe Alex had given him control? He 
doubted it. Simber would no doubt eat him immediately. 

As if Alex could read his mind, he called out to Aaron, “Pll give you a 
letter of proof that explains everything so you can show the others. It’ll be in 
my handwriting. Simber will know I mean it. He’ll help you if I ask him to. 
So don’t worry about that.” 

Aaron stared straight ahead over the water. Alex’s plan would resolve the 
problem, he supposed. But something else was bothering Aaron. Something 
that stirred inside him. A dormant longing. A reawakening craving that was 
both thrilling and threatening. 

Aaron clutched his vest, pressing his fist against the spot in his chest that 
stirred. It was almost painful. He thought about Quill. And he thought about 
Artimé. He thought of the stunning mansion and the majestic jungle and the 
beautiful lighthouse on the hill. He thought about all the magical abilities 
he’d already attained, and those yet to be discovered. 

He pictured himself wearing the swishing, colorful robe, and sitting at the 
head mage’s desk, and strolling over the entire island with the sun shining, 


the glorious green sea sparkling with whitecaps, and people—his people— 
fawning over him. It was everything he’d once dreamed about, and had 
finally given up hope of ever having. He didn’t think he’d ever want it again. 
But now his mouth watered. A grimace crossed his face. He swallowed hard. 

It pained Aaron to break away from the images. He dropped his hand to 
the railing and squeezed it until his knuckles turned white. He shut his eyes 
tightly, trying to block the images. “Applecorn,” he muttered, opening his 
eyes. 

The sun disappeared behind a cloud, turning the seawater gray. Aaron let 
out a breath. After a moment he let his grip slack on the railing. He looked 
over his shoulder at Alex, who was looking back earnestly, expectantly at 
him. 

Aaron shifted his gaze. “Okay,” he said lightly. “Pl do it.” 
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When the boat reached Artimé’s lagoon and the boys finally arrived back at 
the mansion, Alex brought Aaron up to his office. He chose a carefully hung 
robe from the rack in the corner, folded it, and placed it on his desk. Then he 
grabbed The Triad spell book from a drawer, gripped it tightly for a moment, 
and put it on top of the robe. From his pocket Alex pulled the letter that he’d 
written on the boat, which would explain everything in the event of his 
death, and slipped it inside the book. He picked them up and turned toward 
Aaron, who stood stiffly nearby. 

“Tm not sure how to do this,” Alex admitted. “I haven’t found a book on 
transferring the duties of head mage yet, if there even is one.” He glanced up 
at the ugly artwork that held the code to restoring Artimé. “But I declare 
here and now, in this magical office, in the presence of these magical pieces 
of art that hold the secret to this world, that I am hereby turning over the 
position of head mage of Artimé to my brother, Aaron Stowe.” 

With a solemn look, Alex held out the robe, the book, and the note to 
Aaron. 

Aaron stared at them. He worked his jaw as he tried to control the desire 
that roiled inside him. And then he held out a quivering hand and took the 
items. “Okay,” he said, in a voice not quite his own. “Is that it? Is it done?” 

“I guess so,” Alex said, feeling very weird. “I’ll keep wearing my robe, of 
course. And you should just keep yours with you. If I die in battle, Artimé 


should continue on. But if Artimé ever disappears, the instructions for 
restoring it are in the book. Claire, Lani, and Sky all know the spell too.” 

Aaron finally dared look his brother in the eye. “Okay,” he said. He gazed 
at the items Alex had given him, and then he rolled the robe tightly and 
bound it, and slid it inside his vest, tucking it out of sight. He clutched the 
book. “TIl memorize the spell tonight so I won’t need the book, or help from 
anyone.” 

“Good plan,” said Alex. 

Aaron hesitated. “This is strange.” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m not sure I like it.” 

Alex looked at the floor. “I’ve been in too many fights and seen too many 
friends die. I’m prepared for the worst. You’ve actually eased my mind quite 
a bit with your immortality.” 

“That’s strange too. Picturing my life going on when other people are 
gone. I don’t know quite what to think. It’s fine for now, but what about 
someday? You know?” 

Alex nodded. “Yeah. It’s almost too weird to imagine. But I guess there 
will always be the scientists for you.” 

“Maybe I can convince them to move here if I end up staying mage,” 
Aaron murmured, more to himself than to Alex. 

Alex frowned. “Hopefully that won’t happen, though,” he said. “Right?” 

Aaron’s eyes widened. “Oh, right—of course!” he exclaimed. “I... I 
shouldn’t have said that.” 

They stayed together for a few more moments, working out the details of 
the plan and promising strict secrecy regarding their mage arrangement. 
They didn’t need anything to detract from concentrating on the task at hand 
—preparing for the battle of a lifetime. 





Getting Ready 


That night, while Simber patrolled the skies, Aaron and Alex found Claire 


and Ms. Octavia at the octogator’s desk in her classroom and sat down to 
discuss procedures for the coming attack. Claire and Alex talked through 
various strategies while Ms. Octavia drew detailed sketches of them. 
Everyone wished for Florence’s expertise on the matter—they had never 
needed it more. But it was not to be had. 

After a few hours of conversation deep into the night, Aaron, Claire, and 
Ms. Octavia retired to their rooms with plans to meet up again the next 
morning. They had a lot of things to discuss, mainly what to do about Quill 
and whether they should enlist help from them or try to protect them 
somehow. 

When Aaron reached his room, he pulled the robe out from inside his vest. 
Then he glanced at his blackboard and frowned. He went into his sleeping 
quarters and closed the door softly. There he unrolled the robe, shook it out 
gently, and placed it around his shoulders, securing it at his neck. He looked 
at himself this way and that, and then went over to his mirror and removed 
the paper he’d used to cover it. He stared at his reflection. “I’m the head 
mage of Artimé,” he whispered. 


He felt his spine straighten and his chest swell. The longing surged inside 
him until it felt like it was out of control. With tremendous effort, he batted it 
down. Slowly he removed the robe, folded it, then rolled it tight like a baton 
and tied it so it would be ready to stuff inside his vest in the morning. He set 
it down on his bedside table, within reach in case he needed it, and 
reluctantly put the paper up so it covered the mirror again. 

When he climbed into bed, he lay on his side, staring at the bundled robe 
for a long while. And then he sighed and rolled over to face the wall instead. 
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Before turning in, Alex went to the hospital ward and found Carina Holiday 
sitting with the young woman who had escaped from Warbler. Asleep in the 
bed next to the escapee’s was Thatcher, the Warbler boy who’d been 
catapulted to Artimé’s shores some time ago and had become quite good at 
spell casting. 

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Why is he here?” he asked softly. 

“They’re siblings,” said Carina. “She risked her life to warn us because of 
her brother.” 

“How is she?” Alex asked. 

“She’s exhausted,” said Carina. “Dehydrated. Has a bit of a fever, too. I 
doubt she slept a wink as she paddled her way here.” 

“Did she arrive on a raft?” 

“No, it was a canoe. Her paddle had a bite out of it.” 

Alex frowned. “What from?” 

“We don’t know.” 

Alex looked at the young woman. “Shall I take her thornament off?” 

“Yes, if you’re not too tired. I asked her when we were assessing her if 
she’d like it removed, and she nodded quite emphatically. But Claire hasn’t 
had a moment to do it yet.” 

“I’m not too tired,” said Alex. He took a chair and sat next to the young 
woman. She was similar in age to him and Sky. Her skin was dark brown 
like Thatcher’s, her face perfectly symmetrical and serene, and her black hair 
was trimmed close to her scalp. “Do we know her name?” 

“Tt’s Yazmin.” 

Alex studied Yazmin’s necklace of thorns, then asked Carina to hold the 
girl’s hands down to keep her from moving in her sleep while Alex was 


performing the spell. He didn’t want to accidentally make anything besides 
the thornament disappear. 

Carina held the girl’s wrists, and Alex carefully touched the band of 
thorns. He concentrated for a long moment, then whispered, “Dissipate.” 

The thorns faded away. 

Alex sat back and Carina released her grasp. “She’ll have a nice surprise 
when she wakes up,” Carina said. 

“Will you let me know when she does?” 

Carina smiled. “I will. Get some sleep. If what Yazmin says is true, we’re 
in for a rough ride.” 

“I doubt she’d risk her life escaping if she wasn’t certain,’ Alex said. 
“And the suspicious activities of the Warbler ships fall in line with her 
prediction. I’m afraid we’re in for big trouble.” 

“Me too. ’m...1’ma little scared for us, Alex.” 

Alex gazed at the fearless fighter. If Carina was scared, the rest of Artimé 
had to be petrified. “We know what we’re doing,” he said. But they both 
knew that without Florence to guide them, they might be in for some 
unexpected trouble. 

Alex left the hospital ward, said good night to Simber who’d returned 
from his night flight, and wearily climbed the stairs to the balcony. He went 
down the not secret hallway toward his room, but paused first at the door to 
the Museum of Large and went inside. He made his way past the library and 
the empty spaces where the ship and the whale skeleton had been, and went 
into the gray shack, which stored itself here when it wasn’t in use. Alex 
wandered through the little house, remembering the terrible time Artimé had 
had here after Mr. Today’s death. 

“Pm so glad our island doesn’t have to worry about that now,” he 
murmured. The realization that he was no longer head mage washed over 
him. It was hard to grasp. But he was convinced it was the right decision. 
Aaron’s immortality was the main reason, of course, but the more Alex 
thought about it, the more sure he was that he’d appointed the right person in 
the event of his demise. Aaron knew how to lead. And he was so naturally 
talented with magic. There seemed to be no limit to what he could do. Now 
that Aaron had changed his ways, he would be perfect for Artimé if 
something happened to Alex. And he looked identical, so it would be an 
easy transition for all. 


Of course, if Alex didn’t die, all would go back to normal. And Aaron 
would go back to the Island of Shipwrecks to live his life . . . forever. And 
never die. The concept was unfathomable, especially now with so much else 
on Alex’s mind. 

In the kitchen of the little shack, Alex sought out the mini mansion, which 
was in its rightful spot in the cupboard, and then found the extra robe that he 
kept inside the shack. He very nearly took it since he had Aaron now, but 
then decided to leave it as a precaution. After all, Ishibashi had said no one 
really knew for sure if they were immortal because they couldn’t test it. So 
just in case, Alex left the robe. Everything was in place. 

Satisfied that everything was in order, Alex left the gray shack, walked 
past all the collected bits of airplanes and ships, and stopped next to Ol’ 
Tater to pat the frozen mastodon statue on the tusk. After a moment, Alex 
headed back out of the museum and across the hall to his living quarters. It 
was a quiet night, and Alex couldn’t help but wonder how many more nights 
like this he’d see. 

He climbed into bed and began mentally preparing to somehow organize 
the people of Quill in the morning, and soon he drifted off to sleep. 


DD « « 


Meanwhile on the Island of Shipwrecks, three lonely scientists lay awake in 
the dark and silent night, worrying as they often did about their friends in 
Artimé. Ishibashi wondered if he would ever find out what happened with 
the pirate attack. Perhaps he should have gone with the boys to help, though 
he didn’t know what good a man his age might be. He reached under his 
pillow and grasped the tiny object he kept hidden there, rolling it between 
his thumb and forefinger, and made a wish on it. Then he closed his eyes and 
drifted into a restless sleep. 

At the very same time on the Island of Legends, a giant, shimmering 
water dragon delivered somber news under the light of the moon, causing a 
frenzy of activity. Florence’s body clanked against Talon’s in a hasty 
embrace, and she climbed onto Pan’s back and set off, while Henry ran to 
the island’s mouth and met Spike there to have a final assessment and chat 
with Karkinos. 

On the Island of Graves, seventy saber-toothed gorillas slept in silence 
under an empty tree, perhaps missing the mournful song of their pet 
American, Kaylee. And on the Island of Fire, only a few inhabitants too old 


or too young to fight remained, strapping themselves in and out of their 
drop-down seats as they robotically rode out the random plunging and 
resurfacing of their volcanic home. 

Inside the Island of Dragons, the young orange female managed to flap 
her wings hard enough to soar up and out of the cylinder. She circled around 
it in the darkness and soared this way and that in pure delight. Moments later 
a second female followed, and then three more dragons appeared above the 
lip of the island and spread their wings wide, joyously riding the night 
breeze. 

On the coast of Warbler, the Island of Silence, the lone voice of a hook- 
handed pirate captain rang out from aboard a ship. “Anchors aweigh!” he 
shouted. Twenty-four anchors rose up from the water, and slowly but surely 
twenty-four ships loaded with two island’s worth of people moved eastward 
over the glimmering sea. 


When Doubt and Fear Creep In 


Simber woke Alex early. 

“They’rrre coming,” he said. 

Alex opened his eyes and blinked at the ceiling, lost for a moment in a 
dream, and then he remembered. He sprang out of bed. “Already? How 
much time?” he asked. 

“A few hourrrs,” said Simber. 

“And how many ships?” 

Simber hesitated. “I counted twenty-fourrr.” 

Alex felt the blood leave his head, and he sat down on the edge of his bed. 
In an instant, the situation became alarmingly real, horribly immediate. 
Everything that had transpired between him and Aaron got pushed aside. It 
was all he could do to keep from hiding under the bed. “Twenty-four ships?” 
he whispered. He looked at Simber, aghast. “Twenty-four? We haven’t got a 
chance against that.” 

Simber lifted his chin defiantly. “You may be rrright, but if I hearrr you 
speak like that in frrront of anyone else on this island, I may just kill you 
myself.” 

Alex sucked in a breath and then lifted a hand to his eyes. His thoughts 
were scrambled, and his heart sank deep into despair. There was no possible 
way Artimé could fend off twenty-four ships filled with pirates and 
Warblerans. He didn’t have a plan in place yet. He barely had a handful of 
decent strategies worked out since he’d gotten the news. What was Artimé to 


do? What could they do against so many? They’d all die! Obliteration 
seemed like an understatement. 

“Ts Florence back yet?” Alex asked weakly through his fingers. 

“Not yet.” 

“Of course not. . . it’s too soon. Where’s Claire?” 

“I was planning to wake herrr next.” 

Alex dropped his hands, feeling overwhelmed and helpless. “Yes, do that. 
And if you could assemble my team . . . or wait. PI have Clive do that.” He 
shook his head. “I don’t even know what I’m saying. I think I’m going to be 
sick. This is it for us, isn’t it, Simber? The end?” 

Simber gave Alex a stern look. “Alex, you’rrre the head mage, and 
we’rrre about to be attacked. You’ve handled it beforrre. Pull yourrrself 
togetherrr. Now.” 

“But...” Alex faltered. “Twenty-four ships. . .” 

“Stop!” Simber growled under his breath, and then said, “You have battled 
and conquerrred two evil high prrriests and theirrr Quillitarrries, and you’ve 
defeated Warrrblerrr twice, once on theirrr island and once herrre. You’ve 
surirvived a deadly hurrricane and a disastrrrous waterrrfall rrride arrround 
the worrrld, and you’ve fought off an enorrrmous eel and dozens of saberrr- 
toothed gorrrillas. You’ve brrrought Arrrtimé back frrrom the dead, 
rrrescued people in need, and set an ocean of sea crrreatures frrree. You took 
in people who didn’t deserrrve forrrgiveness, and you accepted 
rrresponsibility forrr yourrr sisterrrs. The people of Arrrtimé and Quill 
believe in you. They trrrust you. You must not let them down.” 

The stone cheetah statue paused to make sure Alex was listening. “If you 
think you will fail now, afterrr all you have accomplished in your shorrrt life, 
then you artre not the mage I thought you werrre.” 

Alex stared at the floor. It was true. He wasn’t the mage Simber thought 
he was. 

After a long moment, Simber turned and walked out the door, pausing just 
outside it. “PI summon yourrr team to the lawn, and we’!l meet you therrre 
in fifteen minutes. That should be plenty of time forrr you to rrrememberrr 
who you artre and what you fight forrr, Alexanderrr Stowe. You arrre the 
head mage of the most powerrrful society in ourrr worrrld. And even when 
all appeartrs lost,” said Simber, “you must fight with everrrything you have 
inside you, all the way until the bitterrr end.” 


With that, Simber loped down the hallway, shaking the mansion with 
every step. 

Alex closed his eyes and sucked in a breath, letting it out slowly. And 
while he knew that Simber was right—mostly, anyway—Alex didn’t know if 
he had it inside him to take on yet another battle. Especially one that 
appeared impossible to win. So many lives were at stake. Would this be the 
demise of Artimé? Was this how Alex’s life would finally end—in a fight 
with some of the same enemies he’d been fighting all along? How could 
Alex ask his people to fight one more time after all they had been through, 
when death appeared certain? This was more than just Alex’s life on the line. 
This was an entire island’s worth of people in danger. How could Alex 
possibly lead them into that? 

“Perhaps we must surrender in order to survive,” Alex whispered, hating 
himself for saying the words, but saying them nonetheless. 

“Surrender?” shouted Clive, pushing his face out of Alex’s blackboard. 
“You can’t surrender. There is no such word in my vocabulary, so I’m afraid 
I can’t share that kind of news.” 

Alex glanced up, but he didn’t have the energy to deal with Clive right 
now. He shook his head sadly and looked away. “Go away,” he said. 

Clive’s lips parted in hurt and surprise. He blinked and then he 
disappeared. But soon words appeared on the blackboard in place of his face. 


Attention people of Artimé. We are under attack. A fleet of ships 
is heading our way from Warbler and the Island of Fire. It is with 
great humility that I ask you one last time for your help in 
defending our world. As always, your refusal will be met with 
acceptance and respect, for that has always been the way of 
Artimé. Even if I find myself standing alone on our lawn two hours 
hence, I will fight to the end for you. 

Thank you for your many sacrifices, 

Alexander Stowe 

Head Mage of Artimé 


Alex stood up and got dressed, ignoring the blackboard. 

“Well?” said Clive, poking his nose and mouth out of the corner. “How 
does that sound? I was thinking of highlighting the border with yellow and 
green.” 


“I don’t care what you do,” Alex said. He went into his bathroom and 
splashed water on his face, then stared down at the sink, not really seeing it. 

Clive smiled and disappeared, and soon the words had a flashing neon 
border surrounding them. A moment later they disappeared and Clive’s face 
returned. 

Alex came out of the bathroom, towel in hand and drying his face. When 
he was finished, he threw the towel at the blackboard. It landed, draped over 
the edge, partially covering Clive’s face. Clive raised an eyebrow. 

Alex loaded his component vest and filled his robe pockets with more 
components, not even sure if he’d use them. Perhaps he’d just give himself 
up—maybe the enemy would take him in exchange for leaving the rest of 
Artimé alone. At least Artimé would be safe with Aaron in charge. 

He looked around his room one last time, making sure he had everything 
he needed, and then he went toward the door. 

“Don’t die,” Clive said from behind the towel, so it came out slightly 
muffled. He bit at the towel and managed to pull it down and drop it on the 
floor. 

Alex thought about that for a long moment. “Thanks, Clive,” he said 
quietly, and went out, closing the door behind him. 


ey A 


A Meeting of the Minds 


While Aaron got ready and tried to tame his thoughts, Alex blew out a 


breath, set his shoulders, and made his way downstairs. He went out the 
front door and found Simber on the lawn, staring to the west. Alex stood 
next to him and looked too. He could barely make out a few bumps on the 
water. 

“T hope Florrrence and the otherrrs can get herrre safely without being 
attacked,” Simber said. “I’m afrrraid they might be caught behind the ships.” 

Alex’s mind didn’t have room for more things to worry about. “Sim,” he 
said, “I’m thinking about surrendering. I don’t want our people to have to 
fight again. That’s all we’ve done since I came to Artimé, and things look 
especially bleak this time—you have to agree with me. If I give myself up, 
maybe the pirates and Warblerans will be satisfied with that.” 

A low growl came from deep within Simber and it turned into a roar. 

Alex cringed and backed up. A few people came running out of the 
mansion to see what was happening, but Simber glared at them until they 
backed away and left. 

“If you surrrenderrr,” growled Simber with true anger in his voice, “who 
will lead this island when these enemies decide you werrren’t enough to 
placate them afterrr all, and they come back again?” 

Alex frowned. “I’m certain you’ll be fine,” he hedged. 

“Well I’m cerrrtain we won’t.” Simber glanced at the team members 
coming toward them for their meeting and hissed to Alex, “No morrre of that 


talk. You must find yourrr confidence immediately, and defeat these 
enemies. Don’t you see? Once they arrre overrrcome, no enemies rrremain. 
This is the final battle, Alex . . . but only if you fight it.” 

Alex didn’t respond, and soon his team leaders ventured toward them. 
Alex turned to greet Aaron and Claire, the first to reach him. Aaron caught 
Alex’s eye and patted the slight bulge in his vest. Alex nodded solemnly. 

Soon Sean and Carina arrived with Ms. Octavia, and Sky came with 
Kaylee. Both of them appeared relieved to see Aaron back with them. The 
three stood together, Aaron a bit stiff around the shoulders, but on the 
surface he seemed pleased to see them as well, despite the circumstances. 

Samheed and Lani came next, and then Mr. Appleblossom and Liam 
Healy arrived, talking earnestly together. 

Alex glanced at Simber. “Is this everyone?” 

Simber nodded. “Gunnarrr Haluki has been summoned and is on his way 
frrrom Quill as well.” 

“Th-that’s correct,” said Liam. “My, ah, my blackboard talked to his in 
Quill, and he got the message from Clive. He’s coming.” 

Alex began to wonder what message Clive had sent out—perhaps he 
should have read it. He held up a hand to quiet the group, and they came to 
attention. “We have no time to waste,” said Alex. “And while I’m devastated 
by this news and have tried to come up with a way to keep this attack from 
happening, Simber has convinced me that our only option is to fight and 
defeat these enemies once and for all. So . . . anyone who wishes to join us 
in fighting should gather on the lawn within two hours. Does that sound 
about right?” He glanced at the tiny blobs on the water as if trying to 
determine their time of arrival. 

“That’s what Clive said,” Liam told him. 

“Oh,” said Alex. “Well, then, let’s go with that. I’d like each of you to 
lead a team as usual. Hopefully Florence, Spike, and Henry will be back 
soon to help us.” 

Mr. Appleblossom raised a hand. 

“Yes, Mr. Appleblossom?” Alex studied the man. He looked a bit weary in 
the weak morning light. 

Mr. Appleblossom offered a pained smile and cleared his throat. “If not 
these enemies at sea exist, our happy land would be at peace this day. But I 
should say to all who gather here that happy lands are such with strife to pay. 
’Tis not till after hardship’s won, we play.” He looked around wisely, the 


eldest among them, and added, “I see the end of this, though some may not. 
But enemies are fully known this time. There are no others hiding round the 
bend. What’s won is won for good, though rough the climb.” 

Alex nodded and glanced at Samheed, whose eyes held great respect for 
the theater teacher. “Quite right,” Samheed murmured. 

“Thank you, Mr. Appleblossom,” said Alex. “Your words bring a very 
special comfort and they ring true with Simber’s. I’m very glad you see the 
end to this, because I admit that for me, it’s hard to look past this moment. 
We are all tired, it’s true. And sometimes this cycle of fighting feels endless. 
So thank you. We take your words to heart.” 

Mr. Appleblossom bowed his head. “Your fearlessness and drive will lead 
this charge, and happy we will be to see the end. And in that hour of victory 
we’ ll meet in Artimé . . . and start the world again.” 

“That sounds like a good plan,” said Alex warmly. How he wanted it! He 
was beginning to feel better. And even if he wasn’t, he had to fake it for the 
sake of his team. He stood up a bit straighter. “Our final battle,” he said to 
the group, with conviction. “Let’s make this our final battle forever. And 
when it’s over, like Mr. Appleblossom said, we’ll start the world again. With 
peace, and with family, and with friends.” He looked at Aaron, and Aaron 
held his gaze. 

Alex went on to everyone. “I must ask all of you to vote. As you have no 
doubt noticed, my brother Aaron chose to return with me from the shores of 
his future home once we heard the news of the pending attack. He has 
unselfishly agreed to fight with us again. So I ask of everyone here: May I 
offer him spell components? I will only do so with the consent of everybody 
present.” 

A murmur went up in the group, and Alex waited patiently while the 
people and creatures talked it over. Aaron stared at the ground. 

Alex cleared his throat. “All in favor of offering spell components to 
Aaron, please say aye.” 

The group’s voices rose up in a resounding “Aye!” 

“Are there any opposed?” asked Alex. “If so, please speak now.” He 
looked earnestly around the group, his eyes moving to the ones who had 
been suspicious of Aaron. Samheed and Carina both nodded their approval 
at Alex. Claire didn’t meet Alex’s gaze, but she remained silent. 

“No,” said Aaron suddenly, startling everyone. Perhaps even himself. 

They turned to look at him. 


“I don’t want any,” Aaron said. “It’s true I know how to use them. But I 
can’t bring myself to accept them. I would rather everyone in this 
community be entirely comfortable having me near them.” He dared a 
glance at Claire. He’d barely spoken to her during his time in Artimé, 
knowing she must hate him for killing her father. But he also knew that if his 
new appointment as head mage were to be revealed, he’d need to strategize 
properly, and Claire would be his main hurdle. Claire looked up, and they 
both hurriedly looked away. 

Alex shook his head, frustrated. “I’m sorry to hear that, Aaron, because 
you could be a big help to our spell-casting team.” 

“Take them,” Claire said suddenly. “Please, Aaron. How would I feel if 
you were caught without any way to defend yourself? Your injury or death 
would be on my head then, wouldn’t it? And it wouldn’t do a thing to bring 
my father back. I don’t wish death on you, no matter what has happened in 
the past. Let’s put that aside for the sake of Artimé.” She reached into her 
vest pockets and pulled out a handful of scatterclips and gave them to Aaron. 
“T don’t have any heart attack components,” she said. 

Aaron took the scatterclips and looked at Claire. “Thank you,” he said. 
“Are you sure?” 

She held his gaze and nodded. “You’ve more than proven yourself to be a 
friend of Artimé.” 

Aaron put the scatterclips into his empty component vest pocket. “I am 
sorry,” he said quietly. 

“I know,” said Claire. She looked up briskly. “Please continue, Alex.” 

“Thank you, everyone,” said Alex. “Now, let’s figure a few things out. 
First, we have one ship and one boat. Mr. Appleblossom, I’d like you to 
commission Captain Ahab to board our ship and take a crew with him. Sean, 
Carina, and Ms. Octavia, I want you and your teams fighting from the ship 
to protect it from takeover and help defend us and the mansion here on shore 
from approaching enemies.” 

They nodded. 

Alex went on. “Claire, please take your team in the white boat and be our 
eyes around the island so we know where the ships are and where they 
intend to attack. You’ll have first crack at taking out anyone who gets close 
enough. Got it?” 

Claire nodded. “Excellent plan, Alex.” 


“Mr. Appleblossom, once you’ve got Captain Ahab convinced to board 
the ship, I’d like to have you and your team stationed at your poste 
d’observateur on top of the mansion. The squirrelicorns can help with 
communication between you on the roof, Claire in the white boat, and Sean, 
Carina, and Ms. Octavia in the ship, as well as having a few of them 
stationed with each team. Also, please send Kitten and Fox to see me. I’d 
like to have Kitten near me, and I want Fox on the ship—but have him check 
in here first, please.” 

Mr. Appleblossom nodded. 

Alex went on, though his confidence faltered a bit—he wished he had 
Florence’s guidance when it came to protecting the mansion. “I’d like Sky 
and Kaylee armed with your swords and stationed at the entrances to the 
mansion, at least until we understand what kind of attack we’re dealing with. 
It’s crucial no enemies get inside. I’ll have those who are choosing not to 
engage in battle go to the lounge. In case there’s a breach, the lounge will be 
a hard place for intruders to find since they won’t know what to do with the 
tubes. 

“T’ll have a few teams line the Quill shoreline on the western side of the 
island since that might be where their ships land first. The rest of us and our 
teams will take our usual stations on the lawn, and if anything unexpected 
happens, I’ll advise you on what to do via squirrelicorn message.” 

He took a breath and let it out, wondering if he’d thought of everything, 
and then continued. “I want all the fighting statues to be stationed facing the 
water all along the shore, ready to scare the stink out of anybody who makes 
it to land. The pirates won’t have seen any living statues before, so have 
them focus their energies there and use distraction techniques with anyone 
else to buy the spell casters more time to prepare.” 

Alex shoved his hands in his pockets, his mind awhirl. “I think that’s it for 
now. If you see Haluki, have him find me when he gets here so we can figure 
out what to do with Quill. PII go write up some team instructions and send 
them to your blackboards. Grab some breakfast, fill your canteens, and Pl 
see you back here shortly.” 

He pressed his lips together. “This is going to be our most difficult battle 
yet, by far. And I honestly don’t know how we’re going to get through it. 
But I won’t quit, and I won’t surrender, and I won’t back down, not for 
anything or anyone, no matter what they do to me.” He shuffled his feet in 


the grass. “I guess I just wanted you all to know that. You mean very much 
to me, all of you. And today I’m fighting for you.” 

After the moment of warmth, the team went to carry out their duties. 
Aaron, who’d been given no special assignment, slipped away with a 
determined look on his face and headed into Quill. 





One by One, the Warriors (Reprise) 


When Alex went back into the mansion, he stopped in the hospital ward to 


check on Yazmin, the brave young woman who had escaped from Warbler. 
She and her brother Thatcher were awake now, and he was sitting by her 
bed, talking with her. 

“Hi there. Thatcher, right?” 

Thatcher’s eyes widened when he saw the head mage was talking to him. 
“Yes, how’d you know?” 

“You’re doing really great with your spells. Are you going to help us 
fight?” 

Thatcher’s eyes narrowed. “You bet I am. I’m going after Queen Eagala.” 

“Be careful,” Alex warned. “Maybe start with a slow moving pirate or 
something.” He looked at Yazmin. “Welcome. I’m Alex,” he said. “We’re 
grateful to you for the warning.” 

Her orange eyes were tired. “Hi,” she whispered, and then she pointed to 
her neck. “Thank you.” 


“No problem. Is there anything you can tell me? We see the ships coming 
—the attack is imminent. But you should be safe in here.” 

“Queen Eagala has been meeting with the pirate captain for months,” 
Yazmin whispered. “She built him a ship in exchange for help from them to 
defeat you.” She struggled to sit up. “The pirates alone will make up the first 
several waves of attacks, but there will be Warblerans hiding on the ships, 
waiting to fight if the pirates fail.” 

“All pirates,” said Alex. “I was afraid of that. Thank you. That helps.” 

“T want to help you fight,” said Yazmin. 

Alex frowned. “I don’t think that’s wise—Carina says you’re quite sick. 
But you have helped us tremendously already. You gave us days of warning. 
That made a huge difference in our preparation, and we’re all very grateful.” 
He glanced at Thatcher. “I hope you’re pleased with how well your brother 
is turning out.” 

Yazmin smiled and put her hand on Thatcher’s arm. “Our parents will be 
very happy to know that they made a good decision to send him here. 
They’ve been very worried.” 

“Perhaps you’ll all be reunited soon,” said Alex. He wished he believed it. 
He nodded briskly. “I’ve got to run now. Thatcher, your instructions will be 
on your blackboard.” He headed out of the hospital ward into a bustle of 
activity as Artiméans moved throughout the mansion, preparing for battle or 
bringing possessions with them to the lounge. He saw Crow with Thisbe and 
Fifer heading for the tubes and stopped them. 

“Stay safe,” Alex said to his sisters. He kissed each of them on the 
forehead and looked at Crow. “I’m so glad they have you.” 

Crow smiled. “I’ll take good care of them,” he said. And with that, he and 
the girls slipped into the tube and disappeared. 

Alex watched them go, then took the stairs two at a time and went to his 
living quarters. He quickly packed a bag of components for Aaron. “So you 
sent it,” Alex said, knowing full well Clive was aware of his presence. 

“You said you didn’t care,” said Clive. 

“Well, thank you. And. . .” Alex thought for a long moment. “And if 
anybody gets inside the mansion, you and the other blackboards should do 
what you can to scare them back out.” 

Clive’s face pushed out and his eyes flew open. “Like what?” he asked, 
incredulous. “We don’t even have bodies.” 


“You'll think of something,” Alex said. “Gotta go.” He ran out of the 
room with Clive screaming “Don’t die!” after him. And as Alex flew down 
the only-secret-to-intruders hallway past the Museum of Large, he skidded 
to a stop and stared at the door. He blinked a few times, shook his head, and 
mumbled something under his breath, followed by “No. Too dangerous.” He 
continued on to finish up his meetings before it was time to defend their 
land. 

At the bottom of the stairs he nearly collided with Fox, who was running 
around the entry area, dodging people’s feet, and trying not to get kicked or 
stepped on. Alex scooped him up and saw that Kitten was on Fox’s head, 
hanging on with her tiny claws during the wild ride. Alex sidestepped down 
the hallway and darted into an empty classroom, setting Fox on a table. 

“Whew,” said Fox, trembling slightly. 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten. 

Fox sat up to translate. “She says she is very happy to see you, her most 
especially good friend Alex, and she is delighted to be a part of this very 
special day of fighting.” 

Alex raised an eyebrow, but Kitten smiled so hard it made her eyes turn 
into slits. “Okay, quickly, I have jobs for you,” said Alex. “Kitten, I want 
you to stay with me in case I need you. You can have a nice long nap in my 
pocket if you like. And Fox, I want you on board the ship. I have a special 
job for you.” 

Fox gasped. He sat up straighter. “A . . . special job?” he whispered. “For 
me? Is it top secret?” 

“No,” said Alex. 

Fox’s face fell. 

“Or, um, yes is actually what I meant to say,” said Alex. 

Fox perked up again. 

“Yes,” Alex continued, “it’s top secret. It’s the tippy top of all the secrets 
that exist. It’s so secret, I’m going to whisper it to you, and you must tell no 
one.” 

“Even in the face of death?” Fox asked, eyes shining. 

“Even then,” Alex said, and he nodded soberly. He bent down and 
whispered into Fox’s ear. 

Fox’s face lit up, and when Alex was done he said, “That sounds very 
dangerous. And very clever, which is what I happen to be. Clever likea... 
cat.” 


“Yes, that’s exactly why I picked you,” said Alex. “No one else in Artimé 
can do it but you.” 

“Or the whole world,” Fox said dreamily. 

“Or the whole world,” agreed Alex. He patted Fox and picked up Kitten. 
“PII see you on the lawn, and when this is all over I’ll want a full report, 
Fox.” 

“If I survive,” said Fox. 

“Right.” 

“And if I don’t?” 

“Well, then yov’ l die a hero, like Meghan.” 

Fox nodded. And then his face clouded over and his bottom jaw began to 
quiver. “I don’t want to die,” he whimpered. 

“You won’t,” said Alex. “You’re magic, remember? And you’re a cat, 
So...” 

“Oh, that’s right,” said Fox, panting in relief. “Phew. Nine lives.” 

Alex nodded. “Or something like that. I’ve got to go.” 

Alex left with Kitten snuggling up in his pocket. He went outside to find 
Simber, and discovered Gunnar Haluki there with him. 

“Gunnar,” said Alex in greeting. “What ideas do you have for keeping our 
Quillens safe?” 

“T’ve got some Necessaries agreeing to help,” said Gunnar. “P1 take them 
with me in my group—you can station me somewhere along the shore in 
Quill. I’ve told the rest of the Quillens to stay in their houses for now. If 
we're lucky, things won’t make it that far inland to reach the housing 
quadrants.” 

“I’m going to put your team on the western shoreline with Aaron’s and 
Liam’s teams,” said Alex. “You three know that terrain better than 
Artiméans would. Squirrelicorns will be circulating with updates.” He 
looked out to sea. The ships were recognizable now. They stretched out 
across a wide portion of the water. “Any sign of Florence or Henry?” 

“No,” said Simber. “And I can’t fly out to look forrr them, because I don’t 
want the attackerrrs to see me. I want them to think they arrre surrrprising 
us.” 

“Good plan,” said Alex, straining to see any sign of Pan or the returning 
Artiméans, but knowing if they were there, Simber would see them well 
before he did. “I really hope they get here soon.” A familiar wave of dread 


rippled through Alex—it never went away, no matter how many times 
Artimé faced its enemies. 

As Alex and Simber waited on the shore, the door to the mansion opened 
and Artiméans began streaming out and organizing themselves on the lawn 
like they’d done in the past. With very little guidance from any of the 
leaders, the people of Artimé stood poised and ready to hear their final 
instructions, as if they did this every day. 

Sometimes it felt like they did. 





A Word from a Leader 


When those who wished to fight had assembled, Alex climbed on Simber’s 
back and stood there so that everyone all the way across the lawn could see 
him. 

It was a fairly large army of several hundred despite their losses against 
Gondoleery. Many of the Warbler children who had found success in 
Beginning Magical Warrior Training stood with the Artiméans for the first 
time. And at the last moment Aaron returned from Quill with a group of 
Necessaries following him, carrying makeshift weapons and standing in 
solidarity with the magical world. 

Alex watched Aaron come in with the Quillens. When Aaron found a 
place to stand, he looked up at Alex. Alex tapped his fist to his chest, trying 
to express his heartfelt thanks to his brother for taking on the role of head 
mage, at least temporarily, as well as for finding more people to fight with 
them. Alex knew that if he didn’t make it to the other side of this battle, 
Artimé would be in good hands. 

Aaron lifted his chin, then repeated the fist gesture. He remembered it 
from the last battle. It was the Artiméan’s symbol of support and courage 
and dedication. I am with you. Dozens of Artiméans around him had seen 
Alex do it and responded in kind. 


The warriors quieted and turned their full attention to their leader. Alex, 
overcome with humility, looked back at them, so choked up he was unable to 
say a single word. They had been here time and time again. They had 
mourned enormous losses together, and they had celebrated tremendous 
victories together. They were the living. And as Alex looked from face to 
face in the crowd, he was determined to keep every last one of them alive. 
He wanted no one to suffer the way he’d suffered when Meghan had died. 

“People of Artimé,” Alex began, “you know how this works. You have 
your leaders. The squirrelicorns will act as messengers. Expect surprises, as 
always.” He glanced at the growing line of ships, which seemed to be 
widening. “The territory we must cover is much larger now than it has been 
in the past, and the approaching ships appear to be spreading out. Our main 
enemy will be the pirates, and they know how to fight. I fear they will attack 
from multiple locations around the island so we must be ready for that. That 
means our ranks will seem thinner than they are. It means each one of you is 
more vulnerable than in the past. And it means your significance to Artimé 
has never been greater than it is today.” 

Alex looked over the crowd, and his eyes landed on Sky’s mother, Copper. 
He hadn’t expected to see her out here fighting. He nodded respectfully at 
her and continued. “Because we’ll be spread thin along the shoreline around 
the western half of the island, we must be clever and resourceful. Use the 
new trees in Quill to hide in. If you’re stationed in the west, utilize the 
lighthouse and hill to your advantage. And let’s not forget the last time the 
Warblerans paid us a visit. Be ready for the catapults and steer clear of 
anything that comes by way of them.” 

Alex turned toward the group of Warbler children, and his eyes landed on 
Thatcher and Scarlet. “Warblerans and orange-eyed Artiméans, I believe 
these attackers are coming after you. You are welcome to change your mind 
about fighting. You may go inside and hide if you wish. I encourage you to 
do so, in fact. We don’t want to lose you. But if you choose to stay and fight, 
please be extremely cautious and keep yourselves as safe as possible.” 

Thatcher glanced at Scarlet. Scarlet lifted her chin and nodded at Alex. 
She would fight, and so would Thatcher. He nodded at Alex too. 

Alex continued with the usual instructions, finishing with a word of 
encouragement. “Most of all, people of Artimé and our friends from Quill 
and Warbler,” he said, “I want to thank you for coming here today and being 
willing to fight, perhaps for the first time, and hopefully for the last. Let’s 


split up now and go with our leaders. And may we fight with all we have in 
us to protect this magical land!” 

An enormous cheer rose up, and Alex, heartened, lifted his fist in the air, 
then tapped his chest and held it there. “I am with you!” he shouted. 

The people did the same and shouted back, “I am with you!” 

After that, the groups began to break off from the crowd, and the leaders 
gave out their instructions. 

Alex turned his focus to the sea, his brain whirring. His fingers moved 
absently to his pockets, making sure his components were in order, but of 
course they were. Every spell caster was well stocked with heart attack 
spells and scatterclips, as well as a variety of nonlethal spells. Everyone had 
water and knew where to get more. 

Inside the mansion, Alex checked in with the hospital ward. Carina had 
prepped the nurses, and there was plenty of medicine, thanks to Henry’s 
stockpiles. But it would still be nice to have Henry here. Where was he? And 
Florence and Spike? Had something happened to Pan? 

Alex was forced to put the worry aside. When he saw Captain Ahab 
stumping toward the shore, Alex called to Simber. “Can you take Captain 
Ahab and his team to the ship?” 

“Of courrrse,” said Simber. He approached the team and knelt so Sean, 
Carina, and Ms. Octavia could climb onto his back, and then he scooped 
Captain Ahab up in his mouth, much to the captain’s loud displeasure, and 
flew them out to the ship. Then Simber returned to shore to collect the rest of 
their team, including a slightly nervous Fox. 

Claire, driving her namesake boat, came into view as she left the lagoon. 
She waved to Alex, and Alex lifted a hand in return. She drove slowly 
around the west half of the island. Inside the boat with Claire were Charlie 
and three other Artiméan spell casters who were learning how to control the 
white boat in case something should happen to Claire. 

A moment later Matilda came running out of the mansion and dashed 
toward Alex. 

“Ms. Morning has sighted Aaron’s team heading for the spot where the 
palace used to be,” Matilda signed. 

“Exactly where I want him,” said Alex. “Aaron knows that part of the 
shoreline well.” 

Matilda relayed the response, and then stood by the front door of the 
mansion to await further reports. 


Restless, Alex went inside the mansion to check on Kaylee and Sky at 
their stations. Sky was at the front door with her hand on the hilt of her 
sword. She half drew it when Alex entered, then shoved it back in her belt 
when she saw who it was. 

“Hi,” said Alex. “Are you clear on what to do?” 

Sky raised an eyebrow. “Chop up anybody who tries to get inside? Yes, 
I’m pretty clear. Except for the fact that I can’t always see who’s coming. 
Shouldn’t we be stationed outside the door?” 

Alex frowned and thought it through. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Pd 
like you to do that—at least at first.” 

Sky nodded. “Good. I can’t stand being stuck in here. Kaylee’s going 


crazy too.” 
“Pm sorry—I’m not really sure what Florence usually does as far as 
protecting the mansion. I’ve always been outside. I wish. . .” Alex shook his 


head. “Never mind.” He’d wished for Florence enough times already, but 
wishes wouldn’t bring her back. He needed to figure out how to do this 
without her. 

Sky smiled sympathetically and went outside, and Alex jogged to the back 
door of the mansion by the kitchen and told Kaylee about the change in 
plans. 

“Thank goodness,” said Kaylee, heading out. “I mean, I know it’s crucial 
nobody gets inside the mansion, but it feels like prison being stuck in here 
when all we want to do is fight.” 

“T need you to stay alive,” said Alex, “so if it gets too dangerous, please 
go back inside.” 

“It’s a deal,” said Kaylee. She drew her sword and lashed it through the air 
a few times as Alex went back into the mansion. He looked in the hospital 
ward where Yazmin lay sleeping and found a nurse. 

“What do you normally do in here when we’re in battle?” he asked. “Do 
you have a way to protect this room in case our enemies get inside?” 

The nurse nodded. “We can close the doors and use a magical lock on 
them if we ever feel we’re in danger,” he said. “Henry came up with it and 
taught us all. He’s not back yet, is he?” 

“No,” said Alex. 

“T hope he comes back soon.” 

“So do I.” 


Alex left the hospital ward and went outside to the shore in front of the 
mansion where Simber stood. 

“I guess you and I will have to work together this time, eh, Sim?” said 
Alex. “Can you stand it?” 

“Tf I have to,” Simber drawled. “I’ve got my team on the west side of the 
mansion, and I told yourrr team to stay on the east side and coverrr the lawn 
up to the jungle. Does that sound rrright?” 

“It sounds sparse,” said Alex. Usually the whole lawn was covered with 
warriors. 

“Mrrr. Appleblossom’s team is therrre too.” 

“Well, that helps. Where is Mr. A?” 

“Alrrready stationed on the rrroof. We left his team on the grrround since 
they arrren’t as adept with theirrr footing as Siggy is.” 

Alex looked up and spotted the man moving up and down the peaks of the 
roof without a moment’s hesitation. Mr. Appleblossom climbed to the tallest 
peak and called out to the three teams in the area. “It won’t be long before 
we see the start. The wind is on their side—be still my heart.” 

“You are among the finest and bravest, Mr. Appleblossom!” Alex called 
back to him, remembering how the theater instructor had so nimbly saved 
Samheed from the boy’s own father in their first battle. “Are you afraid?” 
Alex asked him. The question was sincere, for Alex truly wanted to know. 

Mr. Appleblossom looked down at Alex and said slowly, “I am afraid. It’s 
true—this scene is stark. No greater enemy have we than this. We must go 
forward with a blinded faith that we will see the end of the abyss.” 

Alex gave Mr. Appleblossom a long, thoughtful look. The abyss. He 
hadn’t thought of the years of constant battles as an abyss, but once the man 
said it, Alex could see it that way. Something to cross. Something that stood 
in the way of their ultimate goal for peace. The chance to end it all lay in 
their abilities and actions today, and the enemy was much larger than any 
they’d fought before. 

“We win or die today,” Alex said, more to himself than to anyone, but 
several Artiméans heard him and repeated the phrase to those around them. 
As the ships grew near, the island rippled with the words of their leader. “We 
win or die today.” 
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When the phrase reached Aaron near the lighthouse, it meant something 
completely different to him. “I guess I can only win,” he said grimly to 
himself. The gravity and fear of the war was combatting his desire for power 
and leadership, but it didn’t disappear. His heart was with the people of this 
island—all of them. And he would fight his hardest against the enemy, and 
against the thoughts that continued to work their way around his brain. Still, 
now and then he imagined what life might be like with him in charge, once 
all this was over. 

To reach that, Alex would have to die, or at least become incapacitated. 
There certainly had been a time when Aaron had wished for this, but no 
longer. As he watched the ships grow close, Aaron clenched his jaw, trying 
to rid the thoughts from his mind. He didn’t have time for them now. He 
needed to focus and lead. “Applecorn,” he muttered. “Make Ishibashi 
proud.” 

He turned to his team, somewhat larger than the other teams because of 
the recruiting Aaron had done in Quill that morning. “Stand ready, soldiers!” 
he said to them. “Pay no regard to me if I fall in battle. Our ultimate loyalty 
is to the mansion. To our island as a whole. And to... . to the head mage. 
Don’t fail me in this. Quill and Artimé are one! Do you understand?” 

The assorted group nodded. 

“Then take your places,” commanded Aaron. 

They did so. 

Oh, how good it felt to be in charge of something once more. 
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Moments later in Artimé, a shout rang out from behind the mansion, and the 
ground began shuddering. 

From the shore, Simber reared around with a growl in his throat, until he 
realized who was coming toward them at breakneck speed. 

It was Florence. And she was dripping wet. 


The Return of Florence 


Fiorence!” exclaimed Alex, relief washing over him. “Thank goodness! 


What happened to you?” he asked as the lead warrior reached him and 
Simber at the shore. 

“Pan and I got caught behind the line of ships,” said Florence. “The only 
way to get past them without them seeing us was to go under them and stay 
underwater until we rounded the north side of Quill. Even then we weren’t 
out of sight. I slipped off her back when we got close, walked ashore, and 
came through Quill. She stayed hidden under the water and continued home 
—she said she had things to take care of.” 

“Good grief,” said Alex. “I’m so glad you made it. We were getting 
worried. But what about Spike and Henry? Where are they?” 

“I don’t know,” said Florence. “I left with Pan immediately when she 
arrived on the Island of Legends. Henry and Spike went to do one last check 
on Karkinos—they were planning to follow us, but they never caught up. 
I’m worried they’re stuck behind the ships just as we were, but unable to go 
underwater for that large amount of time because of Henry.” 

“Did you see any eels?” asked Simber. 

“We fought one on the way to the Island of Legends several days ago. 
Luckily, after a major fight, we were okay—though we nearly lost the 
medicine. Pan bit the eel’s head off. We haven’t seen any since.” 

“That’s great news,” Alex said, but he was preoccupied. He’d forgotten 
about the potential for eels, and now Henry and Spike were possibly 


stranded. “Let’s hope that was the last of them.” He signaled to a 
squirrelicorn on the roof of the mansion. 

The creature swooped down to Alex’s side. 

“Let our ship’s team know that there could be eels prowling about,” Alex 
instructed, “and then tell Claire the same thing in the white boat.” 

“Yes, sir!” said the squirrelicorn, and she darted off to deliver the 
message. 

“What did I miss here?” asked Florence, adjusting her quiver on her back 
and making sure she had all of her arrows after the ride underwater. “What’s 
the plan?” 

Alex pulled out the official battle chart that Ms. Octavia had sketched, 
showing the placement of all the teams in Artimé and part of Quill. He filled 
Florence in on all that had happened and the strategies in place. 

“Basically,” he explained, “I’ve got several teams stationed here on the 
south shore and all the way around to the west side of the island, facing the 
oncoming ships,” he explained. “Mr. Appleblossom’s team and mine are 
covering the lawn from the edge of the jungle to the mansion. Simber’s team 
is on the west side of the mansion. Also with us in the mansion area are Sky, 
Kaylee, Matilda, Kitten, and now you. Our teams are small, some with as 
few as thirty fighters, but every team has a few statues and some 
squirrelicorns as messengers.” 

“Okay,” said Florence. “Where’s everybody else?” 

Alex pointed to the chart. “Heading west along the shore in Quill you can 
see Lani’s and Samheed’s teams. I gave them a few extra members each 
because they have the most ground to cover. Then, rounding the curve near 
the lighthouse is Aaron’s team—he recruited some Necessaries and I gave 
him some strong spell casters, as well as Jim the winged tortoise and the 
ostrich statue.” 

“So far so good,” said Florence, glancing up to check the positions of the 
approaching ships before looking back at the charts. “Keep going.” 

“Beyond Aaron, stationed on the top of the hill at the west point, is Liam 
and his team. Rounding the island in the northwest curve is Gunnar Haluki 
and his team.” 

“That’s it? No one on the north side?” asked Florence. 

“No—I didn’t see a need.” 

“And where are Sean and Carina?” 


“They’re on the ship with Ms. Octavia, Ahab, Fox, and a team of twenty 
or so,” said Alex. “I’ve instructed them to stay closer inland than where I 
expect the ships to anchor. I want our ship to act as a barrier to the mansion. 
They’ll attack anyone coming in straight on, or force the enemy to go around 
them. 

“And Claire—is that her in the white boat roaming in the shallow water?” 
asked Florence. 

“Yes, with a team of six, plus Charlie. She’s covering the shoreline and 
will help out wherever needed.” 

“Good idea to have a mobile team,” Florence said. “What about the 
Warbler children—are they fighting against their own people?” 

“Many of them are,” said Alex. “I’ve split them up evenly, just a few in 
each group so their teams can help protect them in case the attackers come 
ashore and try to capture them.” 

Florence nodded thoughtfully as she looked over the chart. “Hmm,” she 
said. “Not bad work for a kid. You don’t even need old Florence anymore.” 

Alex grinned. “Oh, yes we do. I’m extremely glad you’re back,” he said. 
“I did my best with the assignments, but if you want to change strategies, 
please do. You’re the expert.” 

“You put a lot of thought into it,” said Florence, growing serious, “and 
you did well. This is very close to what I would have done, except for one 
thing.” 

“What?” asked Alex. 

“Well, from the looks of the line of ships as they draw closer around the 
island, and from the directions the outermost ships are heading in, I don’t 
think they’ll only stick to the south and west sides of our island.” 

“You don’t?” asked Alex. 

“No. Look how a few ships are fanning out as if they plan to continue past 
our island. I think they’ll land on the north side, too. Once they reach the 
shore, it’s not that far overland to reach the mansion.” 

“So we’ll be surrrounded,” said Simber. He began to pace. 

“Time will tell,” said Florence, looking at Alex’s chart. “But I’m going to 
rearrange things a little to cover our vulnerable spots.” She looked up. “And 
that means I need some more team leaders. Let’s pull Carina off the ship and 
Sky and Kaylee off the mansion and have them take teams to the north side 
of the island.” 

“Whatever you think is best,” said Alex. 


Sky, standing nearby guarding the door, overheard. “But I’m not 
magical,” she reminded Florence. 

“You don’t need to be magical to stop pirates,” said Florence. “You 
thought about that, right, Alex? Pirates fight with swords and knives—close- 
range weapons. So even our best mages should be armed with some type of 
weapon.” 

Alex froze, then glanced at Simber. “Crud. We didn’t think about that,” he 
said. “I’m sorry.” 

Florence barked an order to three squirrelicorns on the roof to go into the 
mansion and find whatever swords they had and deliver them to Samheed’s 
and Lani’s teams, since they were the shortest on nonmagical weapons. 

Then Florence turned back to Sky, who still appeared uncertain about 
being a team leader. “Okay, look. You fought off saber-toothed gorillas, 
didn’t you?” 

“Well, yes,” said Sky. 

“These attackers are much smaller,” said Florence. “And they won’t try to 
eat you. So this will be easy for you, especially with that sword you wield so 
well. I wish we had more close-range weapons for this enemy, but we can 
only make do with what we have. Pll be sure you have spell casters on your 
team as well. I think you’ll make an excellent leader, because you’re smart 
and you think well on your feet. Sound okay?” 

Sky nodded. “I guess you’ve convinced me.” 

“Good.” Florence went to get Kaylee, and Simber flew off to collect 
Carina, and by the time he was back, Florence had the three new teams 
identified. She instructed the squirrelicorns to fly out to each of the other 
teams and send a few members to one of three locations on the north side of 
the island. “Their team leaders will meet them there,” she told them. The 
squirrelicorns were off. 

With another glance at the ships, it appeared certain that the enemy was 
going exactly where Florence said they would. “They’ll avoid the east side 
of the island because of the jungle,” Florence said wisely to Carina, Kaylee, 
and Sky, “so we don’t have to worry about that.” She showed them the chart 
and the map, pointing out where she wanted each of them to go. 

By now Alex was even more relieved that Florence had returned. He 
watched the planning over Sky’s shoulder. 

“The north side of the island is rocky, and there are only a few places to 
come ashore. I want the three of you to stay within sight of each other,” 


Florence said. “Once the attackers make their move you’ll be able to tell if 
you need to spread out to cover a wide area or concentrate in one place. Send 
a squirrelicorn to find me if you run into trouble.” 

“Why don’t you think they’ll land on the jungle side?” asked Alex. 

“Too easy to get lost,” said Florence, “and too thick to run through. They 
wouldn’t be able to get here very handily. And even if they did, why—let 
them! It’s a lot easier to fight them once they break through to the lawn than 
trying to throw spell components through brush and trees. I doubt they’|l 
land there—pirates are seasoned fighters. They’ ll know better.” 

“But what about the mansion?” asked Kaylee. “Who’s going to keep the 
people inside safe?” 

Florence frowned. “Simber and I and the teams here will have to take care 
of it.” She looked up. “Siggy?” 

Mr. Appleblossom poked his head over the side of the mansion roof. 

“If you see pirates getting past us and breaking in,” said Florence, “strike 
them down.” 

Mr. Appleblossom nodded and went back to his observation area. 

“Any more questions?” asked Florence. 

Carina, Kaylee, and Sky said no, so Florence sent them and a few 
members of Alex’s, Simber’s, and Mr. Appleblossom’s teams north. Sky 
glanced over her shoulder at Alex as she set out with the others toward Quill. 

Alex held her gaze. He couldn’t bear to think of this as their last moment 
together, but with the dire situation at hand, the thought wouldn’t leave him. 
He wanted to run after her. He wanted to kiss her and tell her to be careful 
and tell her to come back to him and a hundred other things. But there was 
no time to waste. He lifted his hand, willing her to promise him all the 
unspoken things. 

She smiled as if she understood and lifted her hand in return. Then she 
faced forward and didn’t look back again. 

With the new teams organized and on their way across the island to the 
north side, there was nothing to do but wait to see what would happen. 

Alex returned to the shore, looking at the huge ships looming closer. Each 
one must be able to hold hundreds of people. And each of Alex’s teams 
numbered fewer than fifty. He began to doubt again. Was it wrong to even 
attempt to fight? His people barely stood a chance against such force. The 
casualties would be immense. With an anxious heart, Alex went back to 


Simber’s side and lay a hand on his neck. “Simber,” he said, “I want to talk 
to them and see what they want. I have to try and stop this.” 

“Pirrrates don’t comprrromise,” Simber said. 

Alex stood firm. “Please. I need to.” 

Simber regarded Alex for a long moment, and then wearily he nodded, 
knowing the mage wouldn’t be satisfied until he had at least tried. “Let’s fly 
out therrre, then.” 

Alex nodded. He let Florence know what he was about to do, and she 
agreed it couldn’t hurt, though she, too, doubted anything could come of it. 

The head mage of Artimé climbed onto Simber’s back. Simber bounded 
along the shore and leaped into the air, flapping his mighty wings. They flew 
high over the ships, Simber using his keen sight to search for signs of Queen 
Eagala on the vessels. 

They found her on a pirate ship straight out from the mansion, standing 
with a male pirate on deck. 

Simber lowered himself slowly over the ship. Alex leaned to one side and 
looked down at them. “Queen Eagala!” he called out. “Will you speak with 
me?” 

Queen Eagala rose to her full height, reminding Alex so much of Eagala’s 
sister, the late high priest Justine. “Captain Baldhead and I warn you that 
there is no stopping this without full reparations for the wrongs you have 
done to our islands,” she replied. 

“What is it that you want?” asked Alex. 

“The Island of Warbler demands the return of all Warblerans.” 

“Including the ones you so foolishly catapulted onto our shores?” asked 
Alex. “I thought they were a gift.” 

Eagala’s face burned with rage. The golden Warbler pin on her garment 
flashed as it caught the sunlight. “Every last one of our children and our 
escapees, plus the two intruders, Lani and Samheed, whom you kidnapped.” 

Alex held his voice steady. “And the pirates? What do they want?” 

The pirate captain growled in a deep voice, “We want our underwater 
glass cage fully repaired and all the sea creatures returned to us, plus ten 
million pieces of gold for the two eels you murdered.” 

Alex almost laughed at the impossible demands. There was no way Alex 
would send anyone back to live under the rule of the evil queen, and there 
was no way Alex would give the pirates the sea creatures that had been free 
and lived peacefully on the Island of Legends. As for gold, he didn’t have a 


single piece to offer, much less ten million of them. “Anything else while 
you’ve got me here?” he asked sarcastically. 

The pirate continued. “We want the hurricane restored to the Island of 
Shipwrecks, or we’ ll have to take control of it and find a new home for your 
little friends on the Island of Graves.” 

Alex’s heart dropped at the threat of harming the scientists, and then his 
temper flared. “What else?” he barked at them through gritted teeth. 

Queen Eagala snarled. “We want you.” 

“That’s right,” said the pirate captain, pulling a sword from his belt and 
brandishing it. “We want you. Dead.” He turned to look over his shoulder. 
“First Mate Twitch, prepare the fleet.” 

The young man named Twitch pulled on a rope, which raised a black flag 
high in the air. 

“What do you say, child?” asked Queen Eagala, her voice mocking. 

“T don’t agree to any of your demands,” said Alex. “And you’ll regret all 
of your decisions by the end of the day.” Alex pressed his fingers hard 
against Simber’s neck. “Simber,” he said, pulling heart attack spells from his 
robe. “Attack!” 
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The Return of the Catapults 


Captain Baldhead signaled the first mate, and suddenly the air was filled 


with the thwapping echo of catapults releasing all around the perimeter of 
the island. 

“Heart attack!” Alex cried amid the din, pulling back his arm to fling a 
handful of spell components at the captain and Eagala. But just as he 
released the components, an orange flaming ball of tar came flying at them 
from close range, hitting Simber in the right flank, knocking the cheetah 
sideways in the air, and throwing Alex off balance. His legs jarred loose 
from Simber’s sides, and Alex slipped off the statue’s back and crashed to 
Eagala’s ship below. One of his heart attack spells hit a random pirate, 
dropping her, and the others went flying into the sea. 

Alex lay on the deck for a moment, stunned, as Eagala barked out orders 
and silent Warbler men and women rushed over to capture him. But Simber 
dove down, plowing into the people and scattering them far and wide. He 
snatched Alex up in his jaws, with one orange-eyed woman grabbing on to 
Simber’s open mouth and hanging by her fingertips as Simber soared out of 
reach. They rose higher and higher. 

Alex lifted his head and looked over the edge of Simber’s mouth. The 
woman’s eyes were wide and frightened. Alex stared at her for a long 
moment, knowing she’d drown if she fell into the water, and then he grabbed 
her wrists and hung on as Simber carried them the short distance to land. 


Facing the island, Alex discovered several tiny plumes of smoke rising 
from various places. From the front of the mansion, Florence was shouting 
out orders. 

Simber landed, setting the woman down a bit roughly. Alex climbed 
shakily out of the cheetah’s mouth as Florence grabbed the Warbler woman 
by the shirt and pulled her to her feet. 

“That went well,” Alex muttered to Florence. 

“Clearly,” said Florence. The Warbler woman began signing furiously, 
and Alex watched her, trying to understand what she was saying. “Stay... ,” 
he interpreted. “Fight. You want to fight with us?” 

The woman nodded profusely. She signed a bit more slowly. 

Alex watched carefully, and then he looked at Florence. “She has a child 
here. She says she wants to fight and become an Artiméan. What should we 
do?” 

Another round of thwaps punched the air. 

“Look out, Siggy!” yelled Florence as a flaming ball of tar blasted through 
the mansion roof, just missing the theater instructor, and disappeared inside. 
Matilda dashed into the mansion to put out the fire it left in the upstairs girls’ 
hallway. 

Florence eyed the woman. “Who is your child?” 

The woman spelled out a name. 

“Its Scarlet,” said Alex. “The blond girl. You know her?” 

Florence nodded. “She’s one of the best young warriors I have. Does she 
get that from you?” 

The woman nodded profusely. 

Florence thought for a second as the giant catapult arms wound back a 
third time. “Okay, fine. We can use all the help we can get. Scarlet is on 
Lani’s team. Just follow the shore that way to the next team beyond 
Simber’s.” She looked up and called a squirrelicorn down to accompany the 
woman. “Make sure she doesn’t try anything.” 

The woman’s face was filled with gratitude. 

“She won’t try anything,” Alex said as the woman left. 

“I’m pretty sure you’re right,” said Florence. “Look out—incoming!” 

Alex ducked, then jumped on Simber’s back. “Come on, Sim,” said Alex. 
“We need to figure out what’s happening. Fly low to the water to stay out of 
the flaming fireballs. Are you okay, by the way? You got hit pretty hard.” 


“Pm fine,” said Simber. “The orrrange flames arrren’t hot enough to 
hurrrt me.” Simber took off, and Alex instructed him to fly to their ship, 
where Captain Ahab was maneuvering it to a safe spot under the arches of 
the flaming tar balls, but also keeping it within spell-casting distance of one 
of the enemy ships. 

“Fire at will!” shouted Sean, and he sent a handful of Lani’s newest 
creation, smoke bomb spells, into the neighboring ship. Next he grabbed a 
bunch of heart attack spells and sent them soaring. Ms. Octavia and the other 
spell casters on board the ship and Alex, from Simber’s back, did the same 
with the heart attack spells, and together they took down five pirates. Fox 
cowered on deck near Captain Ahab. 

“Thanks for the help, Al,” said Sean. “We’re doing well here. Under 
control so far, anyway.” He reloaded. 

“Hopefully they don’t all come after you,” said Alex. 

“Something tells me they don’t really need to take over our patched-up 
ship,” said Sean. “They’ve got bigger goals in mind. I think we’re safe. 
We’ll just annoy the heck out of them as much as we can.” 

“That’s the plan, then,” said Alex. He looked at Fox. “Are you ready to do 
your special job for me, Fox?” he asked. 

Fox lifted his head. “Is it time?” he asked. 

“Absolutely. Go on anytime,” said Alex. “It’s that one, right next door.” 
He pointed out the lead pirate ship, where Queen Eagala and Captain 
Baldhead were stationed. 

Fox got up and shook himself, then tripped across the deck, hopped onto 
the railing, and fearlessly jumped over the side and into the water. He swam 
for the neighboring ship. 

“Where did you send him?” asked Ms. Octavia. 

“To eavesdrop on Eagala.” 

“Good idea.” Ms. Octavia flung six tentacles full of heart attack spells at 
the neighboring ship, shouting “Heart attack!” 

It was hard to tell with the smoke how many she took down. 

Alex and Simber left the ship team to continue their attack, and flew to the 
white boat. Simber hovered over it while Alex checked in with Claire. 

“I’m heading around the island to see where all the ships ended up,” 
Claire said. “I saw you fall and hit the deck—are you hurt?” 

“Just a little shaken up. I’m fine now. We’re going to drop by all the teams 
and see what sort of damage these flaming tar balls are doing.” 


“At least Quill isn’t made of desert-dry timber anymore,” said Claire. “We 
don’t need another fire.” 

“Agreed,” said Alex. “The weather barrier is in place over the entire 
island now, but that can’t stop the tar balls from getting through. It’s 
definitely a concern.” 

A thwapping sound echoed around the island and everyone instinctively 
looked up and then ducked as flaming tar balls soared overhead and pelted 
Artimé and Quill. “Let me know if you need anything!” Alex shouted to 
Claire as he and Simber continued around the island to check on others. 

“T will,” replied Claire. She guided the boat and hit the throttle, speeding 
over the waves. 

Simber flew to Lani’s team next and found them stomping out a fire in the 
tree-lined area where the Quillitary yard once stood. “Get us some buckets, 
will you?” called Lani. “Then we can fill them from the sea and be ready for 
the next round of attacks.” 

“Great idea,” Alex said. He directed Lani’s squirrelicorns to follow him 
and Simber back to the mansion, where Mr. Appleblossom was anxiously 
trying to put out a fire from another flaming tar ball that had hit the roof. 
One of the main-floor mansion windows was smashed, and a tar ball smoked 
in the entryway. 

Alex hurried to douse it with water from the kitchen and found a couple of 
chefs putting out another fire in the dining room. He grabbed as many 
buckets as he could stack and carry, and brought them outside, giving three 
to each squirrelicorn to take back to Lani, and then commissioning his own 
team’s squirrelicorns to take two each and fill them with water to help Mr. 
Appleblossom put the roof fires out. 

He went inside the mansion for more. Once outside again, he balanced 
them on Simber’s back and hopped on behind so he could deliver them to 
the rest of the teams. 


DD « « 


By the time Alex and Simber were off to make the rounds, Fox reached the 
ship that held Queen Eagala and Captain Baldhead. He scrabbled up the 
anchor chain so his ears were above the water, and hung on, listening 
carefully to the conversations on board like Alex had trusted him to do. It 
was a very important job, Fox knew, and he wasn’t going to mess it up. 


He strained his ears like a smart, sensitive cat would do, and tried to 
understand what the people on board were talking about. Tar balls? Melee? 
Fox didn’t know what those things were, but they sounded like food and 
made Fox’s stomach growl. But then he heard the voice of the scary woman 
from Warbler, which Fox remembered well, and she said the most horrifying 
words that Fox had ever known. “The giant eel.” 

Fox shuddered as the cool seawater dripped off his nose. He had seen the 
giant eel before, and he never wanted to see it again. He had to report back 
to Alex right away! All of Artimé depended on him! 

With a tiny splash, Fox slipped into the water and began swimming 
toward Artimé’s pirate ship. But he didn’t make it very far before a slithering 
tail wrapped around his whole body. By the time Fox figured out what was 
happening, he was jerked underwater, his screams for help muffled by the 
waves and the thwaps of the catapults. When Fox’s eyes adjusted to the 
darkness, he saw the sinister face of the eel staring at him from just inches 
away. 





The Battle Rages On 


Ove: the course of the afternoon, Alex distributed water buckets to 


everyone and checked on the teams. There was only one injury so far—a 
Necessary on Aaron’s team who’d been a little too close to an incoming 
flaming tar ball had gotten burned. Alex and Simber shuttled the injured 
Necessary to the hospital ward, and then continued on to check on Liam and 
Haluki. 

One house in the quadrant nearest Haluki had suffered extensive damage, 
but no one inside was seriously hurt. On the north side of the island, the 
Ancients Sector took the brunt of the damage. Even the group of crotchety 
Wanteds, who lived crabbily on their little piece of sooty land, ran for cover. 
Carina’s, Sky’s, and Kaylee’s teams kept the Ancients Sector from burning 
to the ground and helped the Ancients find safer places to stay farther inland. 
The teams were tired and hungry, but for the most part everything was under 
control. 

“They’re handling it,” Alex said to Florence once he and Simber returned 
from checking in on the north-shore teams. “So far so good.” Simber 


dropped Alex off on the roof so he could help Mr. Appleblossom put out the 
flaming tar balls that continued to hit it. 

“Good,” said Florence, filling six buckets at once at the edge of the sea 
and then handing them up to Alex and Mr. Appleblossom at the lowest 
section of the rooftop. “But I wonder what else they have in mind. They’re 
tiring us out. I think that’s part of their strategy.” 

“They’ll have to run out of tar balls eventually,” said Alex. Once the roof 
fires were extinguished, he poured water over the shingles to help keep them 
from catching fire when the inevitable next round came flying in. “Anyway, 
I’m feeling pretty good about it. This attack isn’t as bad as I had pictured. 
They haven’t even tried to come ashore.” 

“Not yet,” warned Florence. 

“Maybe Simber and I should join Ms. Octavia and Sean on the ship,” said 
Alex. “They seem to be getting the most work accomplished since they’re 
staying out of the direct line of fire and actually taking down some of the 
pirates and Warblerans. Have they disabled the ship nearest them yet?” 

Simber craned his neck to look at the ship, and narrowed his eyes. 
“Definitely not. Therrre’s still plenty of movement on boarrrd the enemy 
ship.” He looked harder. “But something’s strrrange on ourrrs. Sean and 
severtral otherrrs appeartr to be lying down.” 

“Are they hurt?” 

“T don’t think so. Now Octavia’s waving.” 

“That seems .. . odd,” said Alex, pausing to wipe the sweat off his brow. 
“Are their squirrelicorns all right?” 

Simber frowned. “I don’t see any squirrrelicorrrns.” He sampled the air 
and rose up on his hindquarters to see better. “Wherrre’s that annoying little 
mutt?” 

“What?” asked Alex. “You mean Fox?” 

“Yes, of courrrse,” said Simber. 

“T sent him to eavesdrop on the lead ship, remember?” 

“I rrrememberrr,” said Simber. “But he’s not therrre, eitherrr.” 

Alex put a hand to his forehead to block the sun, which was turning 
orange and sitting low on the horizon by this time. “Where can he be?” 

Simber lowered himself to the ground. “He’s not therrre,” he said again 
with a shrug. “Oh well. We should check on Octavia.” 

Alex frowned. “No, not oh well,” he said, indignant. “Come up here and 
get me. We need to find Fox and see what’s going on over at the ship. And 


where’s Claire?” 

Florence hoisted herself up onto the corner of the mansion roof and 
looked around the island, then let herself down again, not wanting to damage 
it. “The white boat is floating on the north side, directly opposite us.” 

Simber flew up to the mansion roof, balancing delicately on the edge of it 
and putting his wing out for Alex. Alex grabbed it and vaulted onto Simber’s 
back as another round of flaming tar balls let loose from the catapults. 
Simber dodged them and flew to Artimé’s ship. 

When Ms. Octavia saw them coming, she began waving with several of 
her arms. As Simber and Alex drew near, she cried out, “I thought you’d 
never notice us. I was about to swim in to get you, but I didn’t want to leave 
the ship with everybody like this.” She quickly fired half a dozen spell 
components at the ship next to them, but the pirates held up shields and only 
one component found its mark. The others plinked against the shields and 
fell into the water. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Alex, leaning forward, and then he gasped. 
Several humans were lying lifeless on the deck, and all of the ship’s 
squirrelicorns were spread out on top of Captain Ahab’s headless body. The 
captain’s head rolled around in a corner with the ebb and flow of the waves. 

Ms. Octavia looked wearily at Alex. “What’s wrong? Clearly a lot of 
things, Alex. A lot of things.” 





As Darkness Falls 


As soon as Alex hopped off Simber’s back to the deck of Artimé’s ship, 


Warblerans from the nearby ship appeared at their railing with thin tubes, 
which they put to their mouths. 

“Look out!” cried Ms. Octavia, shoving Alex out of the way as the 
Warblerans blew into their tubes. “Sleep darts!” 

Alex ducked behind a stack of crates as a few of the darts pinged off 
Simber and landed on the deck. 

“That’s what happened,” Ms. Octavia explained. “Captain Ahab brought 
us too close to the Warbler ship and they hit everybody on board except me 
with their sleep darts. The squirrelicorns all took hits too, and fell off the 
mast. They landed deadweight on poor Ahab and broke his head clean off.” 

“Oh dear,” muttered Alex. He called out to Simber, “Cover me while I try 
to steer this thing closer to shore.” 

Simber lowered himself in the air and hovered, giving Alex a chance to 
make a break for the ship’s wheel. He was glad for his bit of experience at 
steering the great ship, even though at that time he’d been heading into a 
hurricane. But at least he’d gotten a taste of it. Now he guided the wheel 
properly, and then ran to adjust the sails so they could move away from the 
Warbler ship. 


“What else is happening?” asked Alex. 

“There are a mix of Warblerans and pirates aboard all the ships as far as I 
can tell,” said Ms. Octavia. “The pirates have shields that must have some 
sort of magic treatment to them. I don’t know what it is, but there’s 
definitely a barrier that makes my components bounce off the shields 
without activating. I’ve been testing various spells while I’ve been trapped 
here in this corner, and just about all the component spells seem to be useless 
against the pirate shields. Watch.” 

Ms. Octavia threw a tentacle full of scatterclips at one of the pirates in the 
nearby ship. He held up his shield and they bounced off and fell into the 
water. “I’ve managed to hit a few, though, when I’ve caught them unawares 
or if they turn around. It’s just the shield that’s helping them. The 
noncomponent spells are working pretty well, like the kind Meghan was 
good at—slam poetry, fire step, stinging soliloquy, and those sorts of things. 
But the freeze spell and the clay shackles aren’t working either.” 

“I wonder if Queen Eagala’s magic is protective or barrier based,” said 
Alex. “You know, like Gondoleery’s was elemental. Maybe the shields’ 
power is similar to how Eagala keeps her island from having any sound at all 
—besides the sound of her own voice, of course.” 

“I don’t know,” said Ms. Octavia, “but clearly our initial strategy is no 
longer working.” 

“Well,” growled Simber, “I forrr one am tirrred of this. I’m going afterrr 
them.” 

“Are you sure you want to do that?” asked Alex. 

Simber didn’t respond, and Alex dove behind the crates to hide and watch 
as the big cat flapped his mighty wings and flew to the nearby ship. 
Immediately the sailors all scattered down the stairs and into tight corners 
that Simber couldn’t reach. Simber slammed into the ship’s cabin, but all it 
did was chip a bit of his wing and leave him furious and tripping over the 
catapult. Immediately someone released a flaming tar ball, hitting Simber 
square in the chest and sending the giant cheetah flipping head over tail 
through the air and plunging into the water. The splash was enormous and 
rained down on both ships. 

Simber surfaced, spitting and flailing, until he finally composed himself 
enough to rise out of the water. He shook his body violently to free himself 
from the wet stuff. 


Ms. Octavia hid her face behind a tentacle and eased from her hiding spot 
as the ship finally moved out of range of the blow darts. Alex reappeared 
from behind the crates, and Simber pretended like nothing had happened to 
him. 

“Simber,” Alex called. “There’s nothing more we can do here. Octavia 
can abandon ship if she needs to, but she’s a safe distance from the enemy 
ships now. The others will wake up eventually. We need to find Fox.” 

“Fox!” exclaimed Octavia. She looked all around in the water, alarmed. 
“He never came back,” she said. “I didn’t notice. Good heavens.” 

“He’s not in the water around Queen Eagala’s ship either,” said Alex. 
“Not that Simber could see, anyway.” He began dragging bodies off one 
another and laying them flat on their backs. “Sean got hit by a sleep dart,” he 
said. “Again!” He rolled the sleeping young man onto his back. “Carina’s 
not going to let him forget that.” 

“Carina might be in the same predicament before this is over,” said Ms. 
Octavia. 

“You’re right, of course.” He stood up straight. “I can spare you a 
squirrelicorn and a few people from my team until yours wake up. It’ll be 
dark soon—are you all right here on your own for a bit?” 

“T think so,” said Octavia. “The other ships don’t seem to want to follow 
us.” 

“Because it could put them in the line of firrre frrrom the catapults,” 
observed Simber. “I think you’rrre safe forrr now.” 

Alex climbed on Simber’s back. “You won’t be alone for long, Ms. 
Octavia.” He instructed Simber to go back to the shore. There Alex ordered 
a few Artiméans from his team to head out to the ship, carried by 
squirrelicorns, and then Alex and Simber flew back over the sea, dodging 
flaming tar balls and looking for Fox. 

As the sun began to set in earnest, Simber rose up high in the air, out of 
range of the catapults. He flew over the ships, wishing he could safely catch 
the flying tar balls and drop them back onto the ships. But he didn’t want to 
risk losing any claws to the heat. 

Despite his dislike for Fox, who was definitely not a cat no matter how 
much he wanted to be, Simber scanned the water and the ships for signs of 
the creature. Over his shoulder, Alex searched anxiously. And as they were 
searching, Kitten pushed her way out of Alex’s pocket and onto his thigh, 
and began to stretch. 


Alex picked her up so she wouldn’t be blasted off Simber’s back by the 
wind. 

“Mewmewmew?” asked Kitten. 

“We’rrre looking forrr yourrr annoying frrriend,” answered Simber. 

Kitten’s ears stiffened and she sat up. “Mewmewmew?” 

“Alex sent him on an errrand and he disappearrred.” 

Kitten struggled against Alex’s grasp, trying to see, and he held her out 
over the side of Simber’s back so she could look too. 

“Mewmewmew!” she said, pointing. 

“No,” said Alex, “that’s just a piece of driftwood.” 

Kitten pointed the other way. “Mewmewmew!” 

“No,” said Alex patiently. “That’s an oar.” 

Kitten frowned and stared harder, but after a time she stopped staring and 
began licking her porcelain fur, which was getting ruffled in the wind. 

Simber soared over the ships one at a time, listening to the gruff shouts 
from the pirates below them and taking in the ship designs and vast number 
of pirates and Warblerans on board each one—the ships’ top decks were 
jam-packed with sailors, and who knew how many more were belowdecks. 
Simber kept his worries to himself. They were in this. There was no use 
adding more gloom to the situation. Alex would figure it out soon enough. 

When they’d looked over all the ships within a reasonable distance for 
Fox to swim to, Simber circled back, and in the waning light, he looked one 
last time at Queen Eagala’s ship. Simber’s ears twitched and rotated as the 
great cat took in a multitude of conversations below, listening for Fox. 

And suddenly, as Kitten was finishing the grooming of her left front paw, 
both she and Simber simultaneously jumped to attention. 

“Mewmewmew!” said Kitten. 

“Indeed,” said Simber. He reduced his altitude near the lead ship where 
Queen Eagala and Captain Baldhead had been earlier in the day, and Alex 
strained along with the cats to listen for the voice of their missing comrade. 
And soon enough, Alex could make it out too. 

“T am definitely not a delicious sort of animal,” Fox was saying. “I’m 
basically made out of a tree stump. Do you really want a sliver in your 
gums? They can be very painful . . . or so I hear.” 

“What’s happening?” Alex said, squinting as he tried to locate Fox on the 
ship. 


“I see him,” said Simber. “He’s in a cage. I’m going in to grrrab it. Hang 
on.” 

Alex shoved Kitten back into his pocket and gripped the cheetah around 
the neck. Simber dove toward the deck, legs outstretched. He glided as 
shouts rose up from on board, and the zing of swords being pulled from 
scabbards rang through the air. 

Alex flattened himself against Simber’s back, his stomach sickened by the 
quick drop. As Simber reached his front legs out, he gave an enormous roar. 
He caught the roof of the cage where Fox was cowering and lifted up, but 
the bottom of the cage was attached to the deck. The top of it ripped off and 
the sides fell open, leaving Fox free but frozen in fear. 

Simber threw the top panel of the cage at the sailors nearest Fox and lifted 
himself back in the air, then swooped around and headed back to snatch the 
canine. As he dove over the ship and picked him up, several Warblerans put 
tiny tubes to their mouths and sent darts flying. At the same time an 
enormous eel exploded from the water. 

The eel wrapped its body around Simber’s neck as a sleep dart stuck fast 
in Alex’s back. Alex slumped lifeless against Simber, and all three 
Artiméans, plus Kitten in Alex’s pocket, went crashing over the railing and 
plunged into the water. 


A Watery Grave 


Alex, unconscious from the sleep dart, slid off Simber’s back and drifted 


toward the bottom of the sea. Fox bobbed in the water, unable to sink, and 
Simber thrashed and pawed at the eel, trying to loosen its grip around his 
neck. He chomped and bit at the creature and flapped his mighty wings 
trying to knock the eel away and free himself. 

With a tremendous surge of effort, Simber’s stone wing caught the eel in 
the head. The eel’s body slacked, and Simber pulled himself loose. He 
kicked and bit at the eel, trying to kill it, but the eel was too fast. It slithered 
away into the dark water to nurse its wounds. 

Simber continued to thrash his wings to keep from torpedoing downward. 
He managed to push himself above the surface. “Wherrre’s Alex?” he roared 
at Fox. 

“H-h-he sank!” cried Fox. 

“Blast it!” Simber cried. He let gravity take over and dropped through the 
water as if he were falling through air. His head turned wildly this way and 
that, looking and listening for Alex. Had the eel taken off with him? If Alex 
sank, he must have been unconscious. Had he been injured when they 
crashed through the railing? Simber hadn’t seen what happened. All he knew 
was that he had to find Alex fast. 

After what seemed like far too long, Simber spotted movement. He swam 
toward it and saw it was Alex’s robe, swishing in the cloudy water. Simber 
lunged for it, gripped Alex in his jaws, and used the sea floor to push off. 
Flapping his wings to project himself upward, Simber soon burst from the 


water. He snagged Fox with one paw before the pirates could fish him out of 
the water and continued flapping. Alex hung limp, facedown, from Simber’s 
mouth, and Simber gently pressed on Alex’s chest with his jaws. Water 
dribbled from Alex’s mouth and nose, and he coughed and wretched 
violently, giving Simber hope. But the mage remained dead asleep. 

Florence saw them coming. 

Simber tossed Fox unceremoniously to the grass and landed on the shore 
by the mansion. Florence grabbed Alex and ran him inside, into the hospital 
ward. Simber followed close behind. Nurses gathered around and began 
working on him even before Simber had a chance to explain what had 
happened. 

As darkness fell around them, the flaming tar balls continued to rattle the 
mansion, knocking out all but the strongest of windows. One especially large 
tar ball smashed into the side of the mansion, leaving a gaping hole in the 
second floor wall, straight through to Alex’s private living quarters. Rubble 
flew everywhere, destroying a portion of Alex’s bedroom and sending his 
dresser and blackboard crashing to the floor. The tar ball scorched the 
remains, but luck was with Artimé and it burned itself out. 

Alex remained unaware. His unconscious body was focused on expelling 
the rest of the water he’d breathed in, and the nurses were intent on keeping 
their mage alive, one minute at a time. 

Finally, after an agonizing hour, Alex began to groan. He rolled onto his 
back and coughed and choked. “My throat,” he rasped, and opened his eyes. 
He stared at the ceiling for a long, confused moment, and then looked at 
Florence and Simber. “What happened?” 

Simber filled him in. 

“Is Fox all right?” 

“He’s fine,” said Simber. “Kitten is fine too. She crrrawled out of yourrr 
pocket a little while ago.” 

“What’s happening out there?” Alex sat up and wiped his face with his 
damp sleeve as he began remembering everything that was going on. He 
struggled to his feet, waving off help from the nurses. “Thank you so much,” 
he said to them. “But I need to get back out there.” 

The nurses shrugged at each other as Alex made his way through the 
hospital ward, fighting off the woozy blackness that washed over him. He 
stumbled. Florence reached out to catch him, and he grabbed on to the 
doorframe to steady himself and let the light-headedness pass. “What about 


Ms. Octavia?” he asked when he could see again. “And Sean and the others 
on the ship?” 

“They’re all awake and fine again,” said Florence. “But we need to 
strategize about what to do with them. They’re in a precarious position out 
there overnight.” 

“We can’t leave the ship out there without anyone protecting it,” said 
Alex. 

“True,” said Florence. “You could try transporting it to the Museum of 
Large.” 

Alex thought about it for a moment. “No,” he said. “We may need it to be 
easily accessible. And there’s no guarantee on placement with the transport 
spell—I don’t want it to accidentally end up in the lounge, crushing 
everyone.” 

“PIl stay with the ship overrrnight,” said Simber. “I might not be able to 
attack an enemy ship prrroperrrly, but I can prrrotect one of ourrr own 
without messing up. I think.” The giant cat looked slightly disgusted with 
himself, which was rare indeed. 

Alex flashed Simber a sympathetic look. “It’s clear that they’ve prepared 
themselves for fighting you, Simber. That’s one bad side to fighting enemies 
we’ve fought before—they’ve figured out how to handle you. We’ve lost the 
surprise factor.” 

“The shine has worn off,” said Florence. “You’re a has-been. Yesterday’s 
news—” 

“All rrright, I get it,” said Simber, glaring at Florence. 

Florence held her lips taut, not quite letting them curve up into a smile, 
and nodded in the direction of the front door. “Let’s go,” she said. “Back to 
work.” The mansion shuddered as another tar ball struck. 

They went outside. Simber left the other two in front of the mansion and 
flew out to the ship. 

“Hoist me up to the roof, will you?” asked Alex. “I want to give Mr. 
Appleblossom a rest.” 

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” asked Florence. “We don’t need you 
falling off the roof to your death. That would just be embarrassing.” 

“Pm fine. Rested, even. Honest.” It wasn’t quite true, but it was close 
enough. 

Florence gave in. She lifted Alex up onto the roof and, after a bit of 
coaxing on Alex’s part, helped Mr. Appleblossom down to take a break. 


Alex sent him to the hospital ward to get his minor burns treated, and 
demanded he take a nap. 

“Do we know what’s going on around the island?” Alex asked Florence as 
she handed him a bucket of water. 

“Squirrelicorn updates came in from almost all the stations. Everybody is 
holding up all right, just continuing to put out fires. Aaron’s group has 
grown a bit over the course of the day. I guess some of the Wanteds and 
Necessaries whose homes were getting hit by tar balls decided they ought to 
pitch in and help.” 

“They’re probably worried they’ll get stuck back in Artimé again if the 
island burns down,” muttered Alex. He stopped and stood up straight, and 
looked down at Florence as the whole ridiculous scenario of the attack 
played out before them. “What are we doing, Florence? Is this how it’s going 
to be? Endless flaming tar balls? Isn’t there anything else we can do?” 

“Not unless they come ashore. We don’t have the boats to go fight them in 
the water. Our one ship isn’t making a dent—and if it were, they’d surround 
it and capture it. It’s definitely telling that they haven’t even tried to capture 
it—it means they find it insignificant enough to ignore.” 

“But should we consider attacking from the air?” 

“Tve thought about that a lot,” said Florence, “and my conclusion is no. 
It’s easy enough for the pirates and Warblerans to hide from Simber and 
from any spells we cast from the air. They’d love for us to use up all our 
spell components without actually doing any harm to them. Add to that the 
risk of Simber having a wing broken off by a flaming tar ball, or the spell 
casters on his back being knocked down or shot with sleep darts and 
potentially captured . . . it’s too much risk, and for what gain? We take out a 
few of their fighters? In the end, it’s not worth it. I think our only move is to 
ride this out, Alex.” 

Alex sighed. “I suppose you’re right. But it’s maddening.” 

“That’s exactly what they’re counting on,” said Florence. “Warbler might 
not be made up of the best fighters, which is why they’ll keep them on the 
ships. But my guess is the pirates have done their fair share of fighting over 
the years. It’s in their blood. They’ve got a plan in place, I’m sure of it. And 
they’ll use it. Right now most of them are sleeping, and none of us are. 
That’s exactly what they want. They’re wearing us down.” 

Alex looked up wearily when he heard another round of thwaps, and 
ducked as a tar ball flew over his head and hit the lawn. Two of Alex’s team 


members ran to extinguish it. “Unfortunately,” he said, “it’s working.” 


ey A 


A Long, Lonely Night 


As the night passed, Alex sent out squirrelicorns to instruct the teams to 


take turns resting if possible. The flaming tar ball attacks continued, but their 
frequency slowed a bit. In between, Alex found himself dozing off on the 
mansion rooftop, dreaming about Sky and the times they’d sat on the roof of 
the gray shack. But Alex always woke alone to the sound of the catapults. 
He wondered how Sky was holding up across the island, putting out fires. 

After a while Mr. Appleblossom returned to the roof and urged Alex to 
take a break, so Alex went inside the mansion and surveyed the mess from 
the broken windows. He tried to remember the broom spell that Lani had 
created, which would automatically sweep up the shards of glass that lined 
the walls. Eventually he gave up trying and found an actual broom. He 
began cleaning. 

He stopped by the painted mural of Mr. Today on the doors that led to the 
hospital ward. The old mage would be horrified to see his beloved mansion 
in such a state. Windows blown out, tar balls littering the entryway. At least 
the mural hadn’t been damaged. 

Alex’s eyes and nostrils burned from the smoldering tar odor that 
wouldn’t leave even after the flames had been extinguished. When he 
finished sweeping, he took the tube to the lounge to check on the Artiméans 
who weren’t fighting, and stood there in the dark for a moment, letting his 
eyes adjust to the soft light. Most of the people were sleeping. Alex spied 
Crow on the floor between Thisbe and Fifer, all three asleep, Fifer’s thumb 


planted in her mouth. Alex stopped and watched them, then weaved his way 
to Earl, the lounge blackboard. 

“Hello, Alex,” said Earl in a low voice. “I think we’re at capacity tonight. 
I haven’t been this popular in years. How are things?” 

Alex smiled wearily. “Under control so far, but you might want to 
communicate with the kitchen blackboard to arrange for food down here in 
the morning in case the bar runs out. The battle rages on.” 

“You’d think Clive would have mentioned it to us,” Earl said, a bit put 
out. 

“T haven’t had a chance to give him an update,” Alex said. “It’s my fault.” 

“Still, he could answer his page. Of course he’s probably sleeping. He 
doesn’t have a hundred people asking him questions all night long.” 

“Sorry, Earl.” 

“So did the boy return?” 

Alex was puzzled by the abrupt change of subject. “What? Which one?” 

“Henry. He’s a nice kid. Very respectful. I heard he was missing.” 

Alex felt like Earl had hit him over the head with a bat. “Oh no,” he 
whispered. How could Alex have forgotten about Henry and Spike? He 
found his voice. “No, he’s not back yet.” He ran a hand over his hair and 
turned away. “I... crud. I’ve got to go.” 

He ran back to the tube and hit the button that would take him to the 
entryway, where all was quiet for the moment. He rushed outside and found 
Florence tirelessly filling buckets and placing them on the edge of the roof 
for Mr. Appleblossom. 

“T totally forgot about Spike and Henry!” Alex exclaimed. “Tell me again, 
Florence—were they right behind you? Did you see them leave the Island of 
Legends?” 

Florence paused in her work. “I’m worried too,” she said gently. “I don’t 
know if Henry and Spike actually left. I didn’t see them, but I assume they 
did shortly after Pan and me. That was the plan. Spike isn’t quite as fast as 
Pan, but even if they left hours later, they should have been here by now.” 

Mr. Appleblossom set three empty buckets near Florence and took the full 
ones from her. 

Florence went on. “I guess it could have happened that Karkinos took an 
unexpected turn for the worse and Henry had to stay back. But that seems so 
unlikely—the crab was steadily improving and actually doing quite well 
earlier that day. So based on that, I can only assume Spike and Henry are 


trapped on the other side of the line of ships and unable to pass them without 
being detected.” 

“Or maybe the eel found them,” Alex said, his throat tight. 

“Spike can outrun the eel,” Florence said. “The only way she’d be in 
trouble is if the eel surprised her from the side or head-on. The eel would 
have to see Spike coming. But I’m sure Spike’s intuition is on high alert— 
she’d most likely be able to detect the presence of the eel in time. I hope so, 
anyway.” 

Alex blew out a breath. “It’s making me sick to think about it,” he said. 

Another round of flaming tar balls lit up the sky around the island. It was 
almost beautiful to watch them, so synchronized. Alex didn’t have time to 
watch, though, as the one aimed at the mansion struck the side of the 
building near the top, right next to the existing hole. The tar ball vanished 
inside it. 

Alex ran to the edge of the roof, lay on his stomach, and peered down at 
the gaping hole in his bedroom wall. He scooted back up to his feet and ran 
back to Florence. “There’s a fire in my bedroom,” he said. “Can you get me 
down from here?” 

Alex grabbed two full buckets of water from the edge of the roof and 
Florence lowered him to the ground. He raced inside the mansion with them, 
trying to keep them from sloshing everywhere, and ran up the stairs. 
Florence thundered behind him with more water. 

They turned at the balcony and ran down the not-a-secret hallway to 
Alex’s living quarters. He set down a bucket to open the door, and then 
picked it up and rushed inside. Smoke billowed all around, and flames licked 
at the bedding. Alex threw the water on it from one bucket, then tossed the 
other bucketful on the tar ball, hoping to stop the fire from catching on. 

Florence dumped her buckets of water over the fire as well, and stomped 
out stray embers with her feet. Steam rose up with an angry sizzle, which 
soon died down. The fire was out. 

“Whew,” said Alex, fanning the air. He set his buckets on the floor and 
climbed over the rubble to the hole in the wall. It was no less than six feet 
wide and taller than him. He peered out. He could barely make out Queen 
Eagala’s ship and one other outlined by the dawn. 

“That was a close one,” Alex said. The thinning darkness played tricks on 
his eyes. He squinted toward the ships as moment by moment the sky gave 
off a fraction more light. “What the .. . ?” he muttered, and then beckoned 


Florence to come over and look. “Do you see something? Look alongside 
the ships.” 

Florence strode over and bent down to look out. “I don’t have eyes like 
Simber,” she said, “but I see something moving.” She looked closer. “It 
looks like smaller boats being lowered to the water.” She peered more 
closely. “And they’re filling up with people.” 

Fear struck Alex’s heart. He gripped the ragged edge of the opening. “This 
is it,” he said. “They’re coming ashore!” Immediately he whirled around. 
“Clive!” he barked. “Alert Earl in the lounge and all the other blackboards 
on the property to advise all nonfighters to stay hidden in the lounge! The 
enemy is approaching land!” 

Clive didn’t answer. 

“Clive?” Alex frowned and turned around to look at the blackboard, but 
he couldn’t see it in the dim light. He lit a highlighter and peered at the space 
where the blackboard normally stood, and then he gasped. “Oh no!” 

Florence gasped too, and they rushed over to the pile of rubble that was 
topped with the second tar ball. Florence and Alex began dragging pieces of 
the wall away and flinging them out of the way, and then they shoved the 
dresser off to one side, and finally, at the bottom of everything, they 
uncovered the broken remains of the blackboard. 

Clive’s eyes were closed. He looked peaceful. But his face was deathly 
still. 

“Clive!” cried Alex. He brushed some silt and mortar from the 
blackboard. Alongside Clive’s face was scrawled one final message to the 
mage. 

Don’t die. 





Pirates Ahoy 


Alex dropped down next to the blackboard pieces, ignoring the crunch of 


broken glass under his knees. “Clive!” he shouted again. “Clive?” 

Florence put a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Leave him,” she said softly. 
“He’s gone. There’s nothing you can do.” 

Alex looked up at her, his face anguished. “But—” 

“We’ll take care of his remains later. Right now we need to get the word 
to the teams about the enemies coming ashore.” 

They heard what sounded like a stampede in the hallway. Alex 
immediately stood and pulled spell components from his pocket. A moment 
later, Simber skidded past the doorway. “The pirrrates arrre coming 
ashorrre,” he said, coming back and poking his head in. “Have you alerrrted 
the squirrrelicorns, Alex?” 

Florence gave him a stressful glance. 

Simber peered past the rubble. His stern look softened. “Oh,” he said, and 
looked closer. “I’m sorrry. Who can take his place?” 


Alex wrung his hands, distraught over Clive’s death. “I can’t even think 
about that! I mean . . . I didn’t know this would happen. If only I’d thought 
to put him on the other side of the room when the tar balls began . . .” 

“Its not your fault. PIl take care of him,” said Florence. “Alex, go with 
Simber and handle the attack. Do it now.” 

Alex nodded, numb, and with one last look back, followed Simber out the 
door. 

Simber regarded Alex carefully as they jogged through the mansion to get 
outside. “Sometimes you have to keep going,” said the statue gently. 

Alex nodded. He’d done it before, and he would do it again. Forcefully he 
pushed Clive’s tragic ending to the back of his mind. “I’m okay,” he said, 
feeling anything but. They went outside. 

There were multiple tenders coming from each ship, and as the day 
brightened moment by moment, Alex could see they were packed full of 
pirates. 

“Squirrelicorns!” Alex called out, his voice thick and a bit ragged. “Alert 
the west and north teams to the pirates’ approach on land! Quickly!” 

The squirrelicorns flew off immediately with their orders. 

“Teams!” cried Alex next, to those on the south shore. “Fire at will as 
soon as they get within range!” 

Alex’s, Simber’s, and Mr. Appleblossom’s teams rushed to the shore and 
lined up, components in hand. 

As two tenders left Eagala’s ship and passed alongside Artimé’s ship, the 
Artiméans on board rained spell components down on them, causing a flurry 
of confusion and a pileup of stricken pirates. “That’s the way,” Alex 
muttered. 

Alex looked along the shore to the west, spotting Lani and her team doing 
the same thing his team was doing—protecting the shore and standing ready 
to take down as many of the pirates as they could before the boats had the 
chance to land. Alex raised a hand to Lani, and she signaled back. He hoped 
the other teams were doing something similar. The fewer pirates making it 
onshore, the better. 

The boats that had come alongside Artimé’s ship now veered wildly away 
from it. Instead of coming straight toward the mansion, they headed for the 
shore where Lani’s and Samheed’s teams were stationed. That meant two 
additional tenders full of pirates for those teams to defend against. 


Alex frowned, and then ordered six members of his team to go up the 
shore to assist Lani and Samheed, worried that they were going to get the 
brunt of the attack. Simber and Florence would have to pick up the slack in 
front of the mansion. They were about to get very busy. 

Before the first tenders made it to shore, more boats were lowered to the 
water alongside the ships. The pirates climbed into them and soon began 
rowing ashore. The waters were filled with them. Alex hadn’t seen anything 
like it in his life. 

Finally the first wave of boats came within spell-casting range. Alex, 
along with his team, began firing upon them. 

Immediately the men and women seated in the front of the boats held their 
shields up. Most of the components bounced off them into the water. Alex 
remembered what Ms. Octavia had said the previous day about the 
protective spell. 

“Try to get around their shields!” Alex shouted as the nearest boat struck 
the sandy bottom and stopped moving. “Or use spells that don’t require 
components!” The pirates climbed out of the boat with amazing speed and 
agility, and ran the boat farther up the sand. 

“None of those are lethal!” shouted one of Alex’s frustrated fighters. 

“Just do what you can!” replied Alex, flinging spells one after another. 

The pirates rushed through the water toward the Artiméans at an alarming 
speed, holding their shields in front of them. Alex and his warriors continued 
pelting the pirates with spells, but only a few met their mark. As they 
reached land, the pirates drew their swords and ran at the Artiméans, and it 
was then that Alex finally realized just how big these enemies were, and how 
long and sharp their swords were, and how unprotected he and his people 
were. The Artiméans were forced back, casting spells as quickly as they 
could, but the pirates were too many, too fast, and too strong. 

Rather than killing the pirates, which now seemed like an impossible task, 
Alex began casting glass spells between the two parties, trying to slow the 
enemy down and keep his team safer. 

That definitely helped, as the pirates weren’t expecting such a thing. 
Several of them smashed into the walls of glass, their weapons clanging 
against them. But each glass wall Alex put up took several seconds and a 
good amount of energy and concentration, and Alex wasn’t nearly fast 
enough. Some pirates began to slam their shields against the glass, while 
others simply went around the panels and began swinging their swords 


wildly. Alex’s team had nothing with which to protect themselves, and with 
only a small percentage of their spells causing any harm, they began to 
panic. 

Some of them ran to the fountain in the middle of the lawn for cover, 
while others hid behind the mansion and cast spells from there, trying to find 
a better angle. Mr. Appleblossom on the roof was the most successful, for he 
could strike pirates on the head, but the pirates soon discovered him and 
moved out of range. 

Alex, finding himself backed up against a shattered mansion window by a 
pirate twice his size, had no choice but to flip backward through the frame 
and scramble to his feet again in time to send a freeze spell at the pirate’s 
ankles. It hit its mark, and the pirate froze in place. Alex jumped back out 
through the mansion window and finished off the brute from behind with a 
triple dose of heart attack spells, and soon the pirate fell over on his back, 
both frozen and dead. Alex grabbed the man’s shield. 

More boats arrived on shore. Alex looked up just in time to see thirty or 
more pirates with shields and swords running toward him, with none of his 
team around to help fight them off. Desperate, Alex began casting spells 
with all his might, but there was nothing he could do to stop them all. 

Just then, Simber came swooping down from above and plowed into the 
line of pirates, knocking them flat. Swords and shields went flying. “Grab 
the shields to protect yourselves!” Alex screamed to his team. “Swords too, 
if you know how to use them!” The team descended on the items and armed 
themselves. 

The next boat reached the shore, and the pirates piled out as before. 
Simber knocked them down as well, but the first row of flattened pirates was 
getting back up again. 

“Into the mansion!” one of the pirates cried out. 

Alex felt his heart throbbing, and his throat was parched. “No!” he yelled, 
and ran to pick up a sword. He brandished it awkwardly, then ran at the 
pirates. They knocked him aside like a feather. As they broke down the door, 
Alex, still prone, dropped the sword and found his extra stash of heart attack 
spells. He rolled to his side and pelted the pirates’ backs with them one by 
one, and they toppled over, but it wasn’t enough, and soon they were 
storming into the mansion. 

Alex flopped back, exhausted, and then he struggled and scrambled to his 
feet and ran after them until he’d stopped every last one of them. He raced 


back past the hospital ward, shouting to the nurses, “Use the magic lock to 
protect yourselves—this is going to get very ugly!” 





The Brunt of the Attack 


Lani and her team took on the pirates the best way they knew how—by 


running past them into the water once they reached the shore and firing at 
the pirates’ backs. It worked the first time, and seventeen pirates fell to their 
deaths. But all the rest of them whirled around, furious, and began 
brandishing their weapons. The pirates were big and they were strong and 
some of them were even smart, and Lani knew her team was in trouble. 

But she’d also seen Alex put up glass spells, and while she had never been 
able to pull off that spell, she knew Samheed could do it, so in the midst of a 
high-speed chase with a lumbering pirate behind her, she ran toward 
Samheed’s team. “Sam!” she cried. “Glass barriers!” She hoped he heard 
her. She circled around, three pirates on her tail now, and tried freezing 
them, but they blocked all of her attempts. She tossed heart attack spells over 
her shoulder, but they couldn’t find their marks because of the shields. 

She wished she’d grabbed a sword when her team had felled the first 
round of pirates, but those weapons were out of reach from where she was 
now. She knew that all she had to do was kill one of the pirates chasing her 
to get one. But it was proving impossible. She ran away from the water 
toward the rocky hill that led up to the road in Quill, now leading half a 
dozen pirates away from her team. Nimbly up the rocks she ran, and realized 


the pirates weren’t quite as agile as she. She climbed faster, her legs burning, 
and the pirates fell farther behind. When she reached the top, she picked up a 
huge rock and threw it down at the first pirate, and because he was looking 
down at his footing, he didn’t see it. It smashed into his head, sending him 
tumbling backward and knocking down the two women behind him. 

Lani followed up with deadly scatterclips, one right after the other, putting 
an end to all three before the pirates behind them could reach her. Heartened, 
she picked up the pace again, going down the rocky hill this time, leaping 
recklessly, but with no other choice. She ran past a few of her team who 
were struggling and managed to fire heart attack spells at their enemies’ 
backs as she ran. 

More tenders landed, putting Lani and her team in even bigger trouble. 
Lani managed to dodge the chasing pirates long enough to go back to one of 
the fallen ones and grab a shield and sword. She swung the sword wildly, 
finding it a good bit heavier than the swords Mr. Appleblossom trained them 
with in Actors’ Studio, but she soon adjusted. And when she managed to 
knock the shield out of the hands of a pirate, she threw her own shield to the 
ground so she could grab a handful of heart attack components. 

“Heart attack!” she cried, flinging them. They hit their mark, sending the 
pirate tumbling down the hill. 

Lani lunged for the shield, but she’d lost concentration for a split second, 
and a burly pirate scooped her up from behind, then flung her over his 
shoulder. She kicked with all her might into the pirate’s stomach and 
slammed her sword into the back of his leg. He spun around, roaring. 

Lani wiggled a scatterclip from her vest pocket, and as he started pulling 
her off his shoulder, she shoved the clip deep into his ear and shouted, “Die a 
thousand deaths!” 

The man went limp. He dropped Lani hard to the rocky hillside and fell on 
top of her. She was trapped. 

“Get! Off! Me!” Lani yelled, struggling with all her might to push the 
pirate off, but one of her arms was trapped. She took a second to look out at 
her team, trying to see how many of them still stood, and counted fewer than 
half. She struggled again, and then realized the other pirates were ignoring 
her because she was on the ground. She eased her free hand under the 
pirate’s smelly armpit and reached into her vest pocket, grabbing as many 
scatterclips as she could get her fingers around, and then laid them out on the 
dead pirate’s back. 


Whenever a pirate got close enough, Lani fired. She managed to take 
down eleven pirates over the course of her lengthy entrapment. But things 
were only getting worse instead of better, as a seemingly endless stream of 
pirates rushed ashore. Soon Lani was the only living member of her team 
who hadn’t taken to the trees in hiding or run into Quill for safety. The 
remaining band of pirates rushed toward the mansion. 

“You stupid brute!” Lani yelled, pounding on the dead man’s back. She 
pushed with all her might, but with only one hand free, she wasn’t nearly 
strong enough. Finally she fell back, exhausted. Her trapped arm had lost 
feeling by now, and the rocks dug into her back. She closed her eyes, 
furious, and breathed heavily, trying to build strength. And then, out of 
immense frustration, Lani tried a spell she’d never done before. 

She put her hand on the dead pirate’s back, took a few calming breaths, 
and concentrated on an image in her mind of Queen Eagala’s stupid face. 
When she felt good and calm and ready, Lani whispered, “Transport.” 

An instant later Lani was free, and almost simultaneously a hideous 
scream rose up from a nearby ship. Lani grinned. That voice was one of the 
very few sounds she’d heard when she and Samheed had been captive on 
Warbler Island—it was the unmistakable scream of Queen Eagala. 

Lani eased up off the rocks and got to her feet. She shoved a sword in her 
belt, grabbed a shield, and shook out the prickling arm that had fallen asleep. 
“Yowch!” she muttered, half laughing and half crying as it came back to life. 
“Now that really hurts.” 

A moment later a stampede of pirates rushed along the shore below, 
coming from where Samheed had been fighting and heading toward the 
mansion. Lani knew that could mean only one thing . . . everybody on 
Samheed’s team was down or gone. 

“Oh no. Sam,” Lani whispered. She peered to the west, then shouted for 
him. “Sam!” She started running toward his station like a mad person, 
searching the fallen bodies on the rocks. 

“Where are you?” she said, her voice pitching higher with fear. “Sam!” 

She scrambled up the rocky bank to the trees that lined the road. 
“Samheed!” 

A body dropped out of a tree next to Lani, startling her. She reached for a 
component, ready to attack. And then she saw his face. 

“Hi,” whispered Samheed. “Are they gone?” 


Lani blew out a breath of relief and nodded. “They’re headed to the 
mansion.” 

Samheed whistled like a bird. “The coast is clear, everybody. Let’s go help 
out Alex.” 

Seven or eight Artiméans dropped from the trees and gathered around 
Samheed, and they all began jogging toward Artimé, picking up a few of 
Lani’s hiding teammates along the way. Samheed slipped his arm around 
Lani’s neck as they fell in step. He wore a mischievous smile on his face and 
said, “Did you hear Eagala’s deathly scream? I’d know that horrible sound 
anywhere. I wonder what that was all about.” 

“Hmm,” said Lani with a grin. “I wonder.” 


Aaron Fights His Battles 


On the west side of Quill, not far from the base of the new lighthouse 


where the palace used to stand, Aaron watched and waited with his 
mishmash team of Necessaries, displaced Wanteds, and a handful of 
Artiméan spell casters. Those with makeshift weapons stood at the top of the 
steep rise of rocky land, finding they had better footing there to stop the 
pirates from getting past them, and a better chance of knocking them off 
balance on the rocks. 

The squirrelicorns had been by to deliver the news about the protective 
workings of the shields, so the spell casters set themselves up in trees and in 
the windows of the lighthouse in hopes of staying out of range of the swords 
and perhaps having a better angle at which to fire their spells. 

Seeing the pirate ship stationed in the water with the smaller tenders full 
of pirates coming toward them gave Aaron a particular sense of dread, for 
he’d witnessed this scene before—on the way out of the palace before the 
pirates had thrown him face-first into the smaller boat. 

Aaron cringed, remembering the pain. He didn’t want revenge. The truth 
was that he wanted to hide. It didn’t matter that Aaron was immortal now— 
he could still feel pain. And with the number of pirates coming toward shore, 
Aaron assumed the worst. 

He also expected the worst from his team. While they had grown to over 
fifty in number and were the largest of any team fighting for Quill and 
Artimé, many of the members had never fought before. True, Alex had given 
Aaron some especially strong spell casters, which was great. But if the spells 


were having as little effect as the squirrelicorns reported, Aaron wasn’t sure 
what he was going to do. 

The pirates reached the shore and climbed the rocky hillside. Aaron 
gripped his dagger tightly in one hand and some components in the other, 
and willed his hands not to sweat. When the enemy grew close, Aaron 
gathered his courage and rushed forward, tossing heart attack components 
and scatterclips and shouting the verbal components that went with them, 
trying to hit the pirate men and women before they had a chance to block the 
components with their shields. 

He knocked down two with lethal components, and several others with the 
single component version of the heart attack, figuring he’d better conserve 
components and just try to stop the enemy first. He could kill them later. 

His plan served to infuriate the mass of pirates, and several of them 
changed direction and came charging up the hill toward Aaron, determined 
to stop him. Aaron cast as many spells as he could, but aiming and throwing 
them individually and calling out the verbal part of the spell took more 
seconds than he had before the pirates reached the top of the hill. With one 
last “Die a thousand deaths!” Aaron turned his back and ran to the 
lighthouse, ducking inside as his team members came to his aid, swinging 
rusty makeshift swords, clubs, and even the water buckets that they’d been 
using all night to douse the flaming tar balls. 

The pirates slashed and hollered, charged and stabbed, swung and 
connected, and soon the Necessaries and Wanteds who had joined Aaron 
either ran away in fear or lay dead on the road. Aaron and the other spell 
casters barred the door to the lighthouse and began pelting the pirates with 
spells from the windows above, taking out a few of them in the process. 
After concerted efforts to break through the door failed, the pirates grew 
annoyed by their thinning ranks, and most of them gave up. 

“To the mansion!” one of the pirates cried. All but two turned and headed 
in the direction of Artimé’s mansion, the roof of which was barely 
discernable through the trees, shining golden in the moming sunlight. 

With the pirates fleeing, Aaron’s confidence surged. Feeling emboldened 
and remembering his immortality, Aaron recklessly jumped from the 
window and landed on top of one of the two remaining pirates. She 
staggered and dropped to one knee. Aaron pummeled the woman until she 
flopped to the ground, then flung three heart attack spells at the other pirate’s 
back, felling him. 


Breathing heavily, he checked himself for wounds, finding a slice on his 
arm that barely emitted a trickle of blood before the skin came together 
again. While evidence of the injury clearly remained, it was certainly healing 
at an alarming rate. The pain, while present, was less than he expected. 
“Yes,” he whispered. He could take some risks. At the moment, he couldn’t 
imagine a better ability to possess than immortality. 

He looked all around, and when he was certain the coast was clear, he 
called to his remaining team. “They’re gone! Let’s go!” 

Aaron’s team came running down the lighthouse steps and gathered 
around him. “What now?” one of them asked. Of the fifty, there were only 
six men and women left. 

“Let’s check on Liam and Gunnar and the teams on the north side of the 
island to see if any of them need help,” said Aaron. “And then we’ll head 
back to Artimé to protect the mansion.” 

Those remaining agreed and set out. 

But soon another huge wave of pirates came from the direction of Liam’s 
station, also heading toward the mansion in Artimé. Knowing it would be 
crazy to take them on, Aaron and his group hid behind a stand of trees and 
waited for them to pass. As the last limping pirates passed by, Aaron and his 
team soundlessly took out the trailing ones, unbeknownst to the other 
pirates. When the enemies were out of sight, Aaron’s team ran north toward 
Liam’s station to see if anyone was alive. 

“Liam!” Aaron called softly. 

A few of Liam’s team emerged from behind a group of rocks, Liam 
among them. “There were too many,” Liam said, dazed. His pant leg hung in 
tatters, and there was a bright red bloodstain spreading on the remaining 
cloth. He limped out from behind the rocks, and his four remaining 
teammates followed. 

Shouts rose up in the distance behind them, but they couldn’t see 
anything. “Th-that’s probably another shipload of them coming from 
Gunnar’s station,” said Liam. “We’d better check on them.” 

“We’ve got twelve of us now,” said Aaron. “Let’s stick together. We have 
to do something! I can’t imagine what things are going to look like in 
Artimé. I hope... ,” he said, thinking of Alex, thinking of everything. “I 
hope everyone is okay.” He slipped his hand inside his vest to make sure the 
robe was still in place. It was. The battle inside his head returned while the 
one on the ground took a brief respite. 


Aaron led the group toward Gunnar Haluki’s post with Liam hobbling 
along behind, slowing them down. A short time later, Haluki came out from 
behind a section of houses. Seven women and men followed him sporting 
various injuries. Their faces were grim, and they barely spoke. 

Gunnar flashed Aaron a defeated glance, and soon the group of twenty 
was moving along together, growing more fearful of what they would find 
with the teams on the north shore of the island. 

Liam continued to lag, and finally Aaron sent him back to Artimé with 
one of Gunnar’s injured team members, telling them to go to the hospital 
ward. That left eighteen. They began jogging eastward along the north shore 
of Quill, looking for signs of Artiméans, but for a long stretch they saw no 
one and feared the worst for Sky and her team. 

“Perhaps Sky’s team has already joined the others in Artimé,” said 
Gunnar. 

“I hope that’s it,” said Aaron. Neither of them believed it. They ran faster. 

Finally they heard shouts and clangs of metal in the distance behind the 
Ancients Sector. Aaron and Gunnar’s squirrelicorns rose up, spotted 
something, and pointed out the direction. The leaders pressed doggedly 
onward with their teams struggling to keep up. 

When they emerged from behind the new building that housed the 
Ancients, they stopped to rest and take in the scene. Pirates and Artiméans 
lay lifeless on the ground, but unlike at the other posts, there were more dead 
pirates and fewer dead Artiméans here. 

A small band of pirates was waging a full attack on Sky’s team, with Sky 
keeping four of them at bay on her own. Carina was there too, with her team 
in the trees, as was Kaylee with hers. Kaylee had four or five pirates trying 
to best her, and she held them off, though it wasn’t clear how long she’d be 
able to keep it up. Claire and her team were close in on the white boat, and 
as Aaron and his group looked on, Claire’s team eased their way off the 
white boat and came creeping up through the shallow water toward the 
shore. 

“Stay quiet,” Aaron whispered to his group, and pointed to Claire. “Let’s 
take our cue from Ms. Morning. When her team attacks, and the pirates turn 
to see what’s happening, we’ll come in from behind them and strike where 
they are most defenseless. I think we’ve got a chance here to do some 
damage. Stay strong!” 


Ms. Morning spotted them and lifted her chin, looking straight at Aaron 
between the attackers. Aaron lifted his as well, and pointed at her to tell her 
that he was going to follow her lead. 

Aaron’s team members crouched behind rocks and buildings, and when 
Ms. Morning signaled to her team to move, Aaron did the same to his. 

Together they ran toward the melee from opposite sides, components 
drawn, and when the pirates turned to see Claire’s team emerging from the 
sea, Aaron raised his dagger in the air. “Now!” he cried. With his other hand 
he flung three heart attack components at the biggest pirate near Kaylee. 
Wings sprouted from the heart-shaped components and they flew straight 
and true, and struck the pirate in the back. His body jerked, and then his 
sword fell from his hands, and he hit the ground. 

Everyone in Aaron’s and Claire’s teams dove into the fray. Aaron sent off 
another round of heart attack spells, hitting the next pirate near Kaylee, and 
then he did it once more, striking a third, his pockets emptying rapidly. 
Kaylee, realizing what was happening, focused on the fourth pirate. She 
kicked the woman’s shield aside and stabbed her sword into the pirate’s 
ample girth. Aaron saw it happen, and sent a single scatterclip flying at the 
pirate to finish her off, crying, “Die a thousand deaths!” 

The woman fell, and all of Kaylee’s opponents were down. Kaylee wiped 
the sweat from her forehead and took a breath or two before continuing on. 
Aaron pivoted and began to work on the next group of pirates. Soon out of 
heart attack components, Aaron switched to scatterclips. 

The other Artiméans were quickly running out of their strongest 
components as well. The battle raged on, though the numbers grew to be 
much more even than they had been. With few components left, the 
Artiméans made use of the swords and shields strewn about, with varying 
degrees of success—some had never touched a sword until that moment, 
while others had taken several classes with Mr. Appleblossom. Still they 
struggled to fend off the remaining pirates, with Kaylee and Sky taking point 
and Claire consistently firing noncomponent spells until her concentration 
was shattered by lack of sleep and the intensity of the battle. But their efforts 
paid off, and the pirates dropped one by one. 

Out of components, but armed with his immortality and swift healing, 
Aaron valiantly threw himself in front of several of his comrades in danger, 
taking the brunt of many swords and saving a few lives in the process. He 
cringed and fought off the pain, and checked to make sure the wounds were 


shedding little blood and closing up as swiftly as the first one had. They 
were. 

Momentum grew on the side of Artimé, and finally the last of the pirates 
dropped. The north-side Artiméan teams had prevailed, but barely. There 
was little celebration. Everyone was exhausted, and no one noticed that 
Charlie the gargoyle had been waving from the boat for the past thirty 
minutes to try to get the attention of anyone who could understand him. 

Finally, as Sky limped to the sea to wash the blood off her hands and face, 
she saw the gargoyle and signed back to him. 

Charlie went on a tear, signing desperately, but Sky knew the language 
well and followed it all. After a quick response, she turned to the ragged 
crew of Artiméans. 

“Everyone!” Sky shouted, her voice crackling with dust and fear. “We 
have to hurry! The head pirate, Captain Baldhead, is attempting to take over 
the mansion. He has hundreds of pirates still coming ashore!” 


ey A 


A Solemn Discussion 


The remaining members of the teams of Aaron, Liam, Gunnar, Sky, 


Kaylee, Carina, and Claire counted off. There were fewer than fifty of them 
in good enough shape to continue fighting. Several squirrelicorns circled 
above them, waiting for instructions. 

Claire took everyone’s canteens to the boat just offshore to refill them 
from the fountain. “I can take ten of you with me,” said Claire, handing the 
full ones to one of her team members to distribute. “We’ll go east around the 
jungle side of the island to the lagoon so we won’t be seen, and then we can 
attack from that end of the lawn. The rest of you will have to cross the island 
on foot. We’re exactly straight across the island from the mansion right now 
—it shouldn’t take you too long to get there. Then, if our timing is right, we 
can do the same thing we did here and attack from multiple directions.” 

Aaron frowned. “We need more components.” He called out to a 
squirrelicorn. “Can you find a way to get us some spell components? I know 
Alex has sacks of them in his living quarters. Maybe you can figure out a 
way to get up there and bring them to us.” 

“Yes, sir!” said the squirrelicom. “There’s a hole in the side of the 
mansion that leads right into Alex’s living quarters. Two of us can go. We’ll 
deliver the ammunition to you before you arrive there.” 

“A hole in the mansion?” said Sky, eyes wide. “I’m afraid to know what 
else has happened.” 


Carina gave the squirrelicorn a grim smile. “That’s perfect. Thank you,” 
she said. “Scout out the situation and let us know if we should take a 
different approach.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” said the squirrelicorn. She called to one of the other 
squirrelicorns, and the two of them set off through the air to Artimé. 

Aaron approached Ms. Morning. “How would you like to divide us up?” 

Claire pressed her lips together. “I’ll take Gunnar and Sky,” she said, and 
picked eight others who would give her a variety of skills, both in close 
combat and in spell casting. “Everybody grab swords and shields. Take 
extras if you can carry them. Let’s move.” 

Claire, Gunnar, Sky, and the rest of her team wasted no time and struck 
out for the boat, while Aaron, Kaylee, and the remaining warriors looked to 
Carina as their leader. 

Carina shoved a sword in her belt and grabbed a shield. “All right. Let’s 
go. We need to move fast if we’re going to time this right and get it done 
before nightfall.” 

Carina set the pace at a jog. Aaron caught up with her and matched her 
stride, and soon Kaylee made her way to the front and moved in place next 
to Aaron. 

Aaron was curious to know the details of the original north-shore attack. 
“How did you all end up together?” he asked Carina and Kaylee. 

“We stayed in sight of each other,” said Carina. “But there were really 
only a couple of natural places for the boats to reach land because of the 
rocks. So once we anticipated that the pirates would probably take smaller 
boats to shore, we talked through our plan. When the squirrelicorn delivered 
the news about the shields being magically protected, we decided the best 
option was to attack from multiple sides.” 

“Tt was going pretty well,” said Kaylee, “especially at first, but then the 
pirates figured us out. We were in a pinch there for a while when you 
showed up.” She poked Aaron with her elbow, startling him. “Thanks for 
helping me out. I’m glad you came back with Alex.” 

“Oh,” said Aaron. “Sure. I didn’t have a choice, really—I couldn’t stay 
there wondering what was going on. It would have driven me crazy.” 

Kaylee looked sidelong at him. “I’m still glad,” she said. 

Aaron wasn’t sure if the run was making him sweat or if it was Kaylee. 

Kaylee looked closer at Aaron’s various injuries. His clothing was mostly 
free of bloodstains, unlike most of the others. “You sure don’t bleed much,” 


she said. 

Aaron shrugged. “Fast healer, I guess,” he said. Feeling parched and 
winded, sore from his many healing wounds, and a bit bewildered by 
Kaylee’s continued deep interest in him, he slowed a little, pulled his canteen 
from his belt and drank from it. Kaylee and Carina were moving along very 
briskly. It was painfully clear that Aaron was not nearly in the shape they 
were in. His lungs burned, and he checked on his wounds. They had all 
closed by now, but were by no means gone. He struggled to catch up. 

“We’ve lost a lot of people,” Carina said gravely. “I can’t even think about 
it now. I’m scared to see what Artimé looks like. Who’s at the mansion with 
Alex? Sean’s in the ship with Ms. Octavia, I know.” 

“Simber’s there with a team,” said Kaylee. “And Florence, and a couple 
of the Warbler children. Mr. Appleblossom too. And a bunch of others.” 

“I’m glad Florence is back,” said Carina. 

“Lani’s team is next to Simber’s,” said Aaron. “And Samheed is beyond 
her. Hopefully they’ll be able to help protect the mansion.” 

“Yeah, if they haven’t been totally demolished,” said Kaylee, breathing 
hard. She shook her head. “I honestly think I was safer on the Island of 
Graves.” 

“All I know,” said Carina as they ran across the desolate area of Quill and 
approached the road that led to Artimé, “is that we have to prevail. I don’t 
care if we need to pull every human, statue, and creature out of the mansion 
to help us—if we fail, we may as well be dead. Because if the pirates and 
Warblerans take over, you know we’ll be their slaves. We’ll never be free 
again.” 

They ran without talking for the remaining stretch, and as a squirrelicorn 
approached with a small bag of spell components hanging from her mouth, 
all Aaron could think about was winning at all costs, because he and all of 
Quill were finally free of serving dictators. And while his future was 
uncertain, Aaron knew that there were only two possible options he wanted 
to pursue. Living out his quiet, peaceful life on the Island of Shipwrecks .. . 
or taking control of this island. 

He couldn’t decide which he wanted more. 





When All Is Lost 


Ainé was in chaos. The mansion windows were all broken, tar balls and 


rubble littered the shore, and hundreds of pirates stormed across the lawn 
fighting every human, creature, and statue they could find. The ostrich statue 
lay on its side by a tree, missing its legs. The tiki statue was now three 
individual heads. The girrinos were battered and bruised, and Jim the winged 
tortoise could only hobble slowly through Quill as he returned from his post, 
his wing broken. 

Florence stood near the front door of the mansion, picking up pirates 
whenever they ventured close enough and throwing them as far as she could 
onto a pile of frozen pirates, trying to knock them out. Her quiver and bow 
lay on the ground—all the magic arrows long gone by now since she’d had 
to use one every time Alex was about to get decapitated. She tried to stop the 
pirates from entering the mansion, but with the windows smashed, they had 
a dozen ways to get in. Finally she had to give up and focus on keeping 
people alive. And while most of the ships had stopped the flaming tar ball 
attacks now that their pirates were on shore and in the line of fire, the lead 


ship continued shooting them at the mansion. Florence could only guess they 
were trying to take out Simber and her. 

Simber soared and dove, dodging the tar balls, picking up two or three 
pirates at a time and flinging them into the depths of the sea. But for every 
three he got rid of, six more arrived in a boat to take their place. Simber 
began to destroy the smaller boats so they couldn’t be used to transport more 
pirates, but the task was made infinitely more difficult by the various rescues 
he had to make whenever an Artiméan nearby was about to die—which was 
often. 

And Artimé’s supply of lethal components had dwindled so low that Alex 
hadn’t been able to give the squirrelicorns many to deliver to the other teams 
around the island. In a desperate move, Alex sent Fox to bob in the shallow 
water along the shore to see if he could find any heart attack components 
that had bounced off the pirates’ shields, unused. 

Thus, the spell casters were stuck using temporary spells like fire step and 
slam poetry, causing even more chaos and confusion with the pirates running 
this way and that as a result. One helpful spell was the freeze spell because it 
stopped a pirate in his tracks, but the spell only worked if it wasn’t blocked 
by the pirates’ shields, which was less than half the time. Using a permanent 
version of the spell took a lot more concentration than the temporary 
version, and after the night they’d had, the Artiméans didn’t have 
concentration to spare—especially when there was no guarantee the spell 
would hit its mark. So when it did, the effects wore off quickly. 

It soon became abundantly clear: There were so many pirates, so few spell 
casters, and hardly any deadly spell components left, that the task of 
stopping the pirates with magic was impossible. 

Alex was the first to realize Mr. Appleblossom hadn’t been seen or heard 
from in quite some time. With the world fighting around him, Alex used a 
huge pile of rubble to climb to the roof of the mansion so he could check on 
him. Once he pulled himself up, he looked all around, then crawled up to the 
tallest peak. He searched the rooftop, and his eyes widened. Mr. 
Appleblossom was lying on the shingles, unconscious, with a huge bloody 
gash in his chest that looked like it came from a sword. Had pirates climbed 
up here to stop Mr. Appleblossom’s aerial attack? 

“Mr. Appleblossom!” Alex shouted, crawling over to him. He slapped the 
man’s face trying to wake him up, but the theater instructor didn’t respond. 


Alex scooped him up and slung him over his shoulder, then maneuvered 
sideways to the edge of the roof and looked down. 

“Florence!” he called. 

Alarmed, Florence bashed her current attacker in the face and turned to 
see where Alex’s voice was coming from. When she saw him carrying Mr. 
Appleblossom, she ran over and reached up so Alex could lower the man 
into her arms. 

“Oh, Siggy,” she said, horrified. She vanished inside the mansion with 
him. 

Alex stayed on the roof, fury rising up inside him at seeing Mr. 
Appleblossom like that. With hot tears blurring his sight, he noticed all the 
tar balls in the gullies and on the flat parts of the roof that would make 
excellent weapons. Fueled by anger, he began flinging the heavy balls down 
on unsuspecting pirates. 

Florence returned to find Alex. “The hospital ward is full!” she shouted to 
him. “I had to put him on the floor.” 

Alex, exhausted, could hardly process the horrible statement. On the 
floor? The hospital ward full? Alex’s face was stained with sweat and dirt 
and blood. His clothes were ripped, and his body was covered in bruises and 
cuts. He looked down at the quickly deteriorating mansion, and at the masses 
of pirates tearing up Artimé and his people, and at all the dead and injured 
that littered the grounds, and at all the ships that surrounded the island with 
even more enemies still hiding aboard. He looked around for familiar faces 
of his friends, his team leaders, and he didn’t see any of them. Not one. Were 
they dead? All of them? Where was Aaron? What if Ishibashi was wrong 
about the seaweed? He couldn’t bear to consider it. How could he stand the 
grief of losing another friend? And then he choked on a ragged sob, and all 
the hope he’d ever held in his heart drained out in that moment. 

That hope was replaced by the somber truth. Artimé was destroyed. There 
would be no prevailing this time. Soon there would be no more people for 
the pirates to kill, because they would all be dead, except maybe Aaron— 
and the pirates would just torture him until he finally outlived them all. 

“Florence,” Alex said, his voice anguished. 

Florence turned again to face the mage. “What is it, Alex?” 

“T think we need to surrender.” 





One More Try 


Fiorence looked at Alex. And without blinking, without reacting, without 


arguing, she shouted in her loudest, most booming voice, “SHIMBERRR!” 

Alex looked at her, aghast. “What are you doing?” 

Florence shook her head in disgust. “I want to see you make that 
suggestion to Simber. I could use a good laugh right now. SITIIMBERRR!” 
she called again. 

“Stop!” said Alex. “Don’t do that. He’s busy.” 

Florence opened her mouth to call again, but Alex skittered down the slant 
of the roof. 

“No!” he cried, and jumped on her, fists flailing. She caught him and held 
him up with one hand. “Really, Alex? You want to break your fists punching 
me?” Quickly she stuck out her other arm and clotheslined a pirate who was 
running by. He hit the dirt, and Florence grabbed his sword. She stabbed it 
through his chest, barely taking the time to look at what she was doing. 

Alex deflated. He’d lost his mind. He stopped punching the air and hung 
limply in Florence’s grip until finally she set him down on the ground. She 
pulled the sword out from the pirate’s chest, wiped it clean, and gave it to 
Alex. 


“Moment of insanity,” Alex mumbled, taking it. “Can we just pretend that 
didn’t happen?” 

“Td certainly like to,” said Florence. She saw Simber flying at full speed 
toward them. 

“You’re not going to tell him?” asked Alex anxiously. 

“Not today.” 

“Good. Thank you. And sorry. I’m out of here.” Alex ran off to start 
swinging his sword at pirates. 

“What’s wrrrong?” Simber asked Florence. 

“Nothing,” said Florence. “Only I see Claire and Sky at the edge of the 
lawn by the jungle. Do you see them?” 

Simber turned to look. “I do now. And the rrrest of the teams arrre hiding 
on the otherrr side of the mansion, including Samheed and Lani, whose 
teams took some of the worrrst action. They just arrrived afterrr a skirrrmish 
with a group of pirrrates coming frrrom the lighthouse, and found the 
otherrrs setting up forrr an ambush.” Simber snarled at a pirate, clamped her 
in his jaws, tossed her into the air, and batted her out to sea. 

“Well then, let’s go assist,” said Florence. 

“Wherrre’s Alex?” 

“Oh, he’s around. Fighting hard.” 

“Does he know about this plan?” 

“I don’t think so, Sim. Let’s surprise him. He could use it right about 
now.” 

Just then, a shrill whistle went up from the lawn where Claire and her 
team were standing. Automatically at least half of the pirates turned to see 
what was happening. With their backs turned, Carina and her team of forty 
rushed in and fired deadly spells at them, dropping a whole section on the 
lawn at once. They fired again and took down another group. 

When the pirates realized what was happening, they all turned toward 
Carina’s team. With a roar, the pirates rushed at them, giving Claire’s team 
open targets on their backs. Claire’s team fired, once, twice, three times, 
until all their components were gone, and another thirty pirates went down. 
Then the team went in with swords drawn and continued the attack, with Sky 
leading the way. 

Florence and Simber rushed in to clobber any pirates who had been struck 
dumbfounded by the attack. 


At the sight of Carina, Aaron, Kaylee, Lani and Samheed, and Claire and 
Sky, Alex felt his heart refire. His friends weren’t dead! Sky was alive! And 
Aaron! All of them! They were alive and fighting and not in any way 
looking like they wanted to give up. Maybe the tide was swinging just the 
least bit. 

“We fight until we win!” Alex cried to the returning teams, who were 
equally glad to see him alive. But the returning teams were less glad to hear 
that there were still pirates and Warblerans on the ships, and no one quite 
knew what was coming next. They all dug in and kept going. 

But the twenty-four-hour battle had taken its toll on their bodies, and 
slowly their euphoria at the momentary victory began to slip away. 

They fought valiantly, but the pirates on land still outnumbered them four 
to one. It was only a matter of time before the Artiméans would collapse 
from exhaustion. 

“We must win!” came Alex’s ragged battle cry. “We must win at all costs! 
Every human, statue, and creature—fight for your life! Fight for our 
freedom!” 

It was those words that stopped Aaron cold. First, seeing Alex alive 
brought a huge sense of relief, and not an ounce of disappointment. But 
beyond that, what Alex had said stirred a new idea in his mind. He turned 
and looked at his brother, taking in the words. Every human, statue, and 
creature—fight for your life! And then Aaron slowly looked the other way, 
across the lawn, past all the fighting, to the jungle beyond. He stared for a 
long moment, his sword going slack in his hand. And then he dropped it on 
the ground and moved stealthily away from the action, around to the west 
side of the mansion, where the gaping holes in Alex’s room were. 

Aaron climbed up the rubble, stepped on a broken windowpane, and 
shimmied up the side of the window, thinking little of falling. He reached 
high and grabbed on to the opening in the wall left by the tar balls, and 
pulled himself up and into Alex’s room. He dodged around the mess and the 
ransacked desk that had once held thousands of components, and ran out into 
the hallway. He tore down it to the kitchenette, and then stopped short. 
“Squirrelicorns,” he muttered, and raced back to the gaping hole in Alex’s 
wall. 

“Squirrelicorns!” he shouted. 

Three of them flew to him immediately. 


“T need you to come with me,” he said. “I’ve got a dangerous job, but I 
think you are the ones to do it.” 

“Yes, sir!” the three shouted. 

“Follow me,” said Aaron, starting toward the kitchenette once more. 
“Have you ever taken the tube before?” 


The Call of the Wild 


The squirrelicorns folded themselves up quite efficiently inside the tube, 


careful not to poke Aaron’s eyes out with their long spiral horns, and there 
was room to spare. 

Aaron explained his plan briefly, and then hit all the tube buttons at once. 
Soon they were transported to the quiet, dark jungle, smelling its earthy 
musk. 

“T’ve been in the jungle before, but never this deep,” said one of the 
squirrelicorns. “Sir.” 

“Well, you’re in it now—this is the very deepest part. And it’s dangerous. 
So stay close and do what I say.” 

The squirrelicorns agreed. 

Aaron stepped out, twigs crackling under his feet. Within seconds, Panther 
came bounding toward them. She screamed at Aaron in delight, and sniffed 
at the squirrelicorns as if she might want to eat them. The squirrelicorns 
shrank back. 

Then the ground shivered and the enormous rock caretaker moved into 
view. 

“Oh good. I’m glad you’re both here,” said Aaron. Artimé is in a terrible 
spot, and we need your help. Rock, will you help us?” 

The rock hesitated. “Of course Pll help you. But I don’t know how.” 

“That’s okay,” said Aaron, anxious to get his plan in motion. “I’ve got that 
figured out. PIl tell you in a moment, but for now, can you find me some 
dropbears?” 


The rock, which had learned to trust the mage of Artimé with his entire 
heart, went immediately without question, and soon disappeared into the 
jungle. 

“Panther,” Aaron said earnestly, kneeling down and stroking her on the 
head, “I need you to listen very carefully.” 

Panther nodded her head and impulsively licked Aaron’s face, nearly 
knocking him over in his exhausted state. 

“Good girl,” said Aaron. “Please fetch me as many of the vine spiders as 
you can find and bring them right back to me. Quickly now, all right?” 

Panther darted off and disappeared. 

“Stay in the tube,” Aaron ordered the squirrelicorns. “PI be right back.” 
He broke into a run down a small path in the jungle. “Where are you, you 
little terror?” he called out in a kind voice. He looked up in trees and down 
on the ground, trying to find the camouflaged dog with the deadly spiked 
teeth. 

Finally the pup jumped out at him and bit his arm. Aaron was ready for it, 
and knocked the dog loose before his grip could take hold. Aaron picked the 
dog up and held him at an arm’s length, then ran back to the tube where the 
squirrelicorns cowered. Panther stood over them. A pile of vine spiders sat 
next to the tube. 

“Panther, please leave the squirrelicorns alone. They are not edible.” 
Panther sat back on her haunches. Aaron held the dog up to show the 
squirrelicorns, leaving a safe distance between them. “One of you take this 
dog. If you hold him just right, he won’t bite your leg off. Go straight 
through the tube and out of the mansion, and deposit the dog on the nearest 
enemy ship, and then come back immediately. Who is willing?” 

All three of the brave squirrelicorns volunteered, so Aaron chose one and 
had the other two exit the tube. Aaron showed the chosen squirrelicom the 
button he’d need to push, and then explained how to push all of the buttons 
at once in the mansion’s tube in order to return. 

Aaron carefully handed off the grinning dog, stood aside, and watched the 
squirrelicorn poke the button with his horn and disappear. 

The ground shook again. Aaron, Panther, and the two squirrelicorns 
turned sharply to see what was coming, and they watched as the rock rolled 
into the area. Upon it sat six dropbears. 

“That’s perfect,” Aaron said to the rock. “Hold tight there for a minute 
until our other squirrelicorn returns.” 


A moment later, the first squirrelicorn returned without the dog. “Job 
completed, sir,” he said. 

“Excellent work,” said Aaron. “Okay, now this next part is going to be a 
little more difficult. I need each of you squirrelicorns to take two dropbears. 
They’ ll hold on to your bodies, but you need to hold on to them as well so 
they don’t fall onto land. We need all six of these to go to the ship Queen 
Eagala is on. The way to do this is to fly overhead and hover there, and the 
dropbears will let go when they see a person they want to eat. Got it?” 

The squirrelicorns contained their horror like professionals and confirmed 
that they understood completely. 

Aaron set up the squirrelicorns with one dropbear clinging to each of their 
back legs. The squirrelicorns gripped the dropbears’ fur with their claws, 
their wings flapping to keep them aloft. Aaron helped everyone squeeze 
inside the tube, and then said, “Once your bears have dropped, find Florence, 
tell her what we’re doing, and ask her to come to the hole in the side of the 
mansion. I’m going to need some help.” 

“Yes, sir!” said the squirrelicorns. The dropbears were silent, but looked 
pleased to be going on an adventure. A moment later they all disappeared, 
and Aaron was left standing with Panther and the rock. 

Aaron turned to the rock. “I’m going to take Panther with me. She’s 
trained now. I think we’ll be okay—I’m taking the vine spiders, too.” 

“And how can I help?” asked the rock. “Or... is my work finished?” He 
seemed sad to think it. 

“Your work is definitely not finished,” said Aaron. “If you’re willing, I’d 
like you to go farther than you’ve ever ventured before,” said Aaron. “Will 
you leave the jungle? Forge a path to the lawn and help Artimé?” 

The rock seemed intensely excited about the proposition. “I—I will. If 
you think it’s best.” 

“I do,” said Aaron earnestly. “I believe you can help us a lot. We can use 
you to hide behind, and inside your mouth if you don’t mind. And maybe if 
you find any other creatures along the journey who might do damage on 
board a ship, you could bring them along as well.” 

The rock rose up a little straighter. “I can certainly do all of those things,” 
he said. 

Aaron smiled and placed his hand on the side of the rock. “Thank you. 
And thank you for trusting me so willingly. You’ve been such a good friend 
to me, and, well, I don’t . . . I don’t actually deserve it.” Aaron cringed, and 


realized he couldn’t ask the rock to do such a major thing as this under false 
pretenses. His time to confess had come. He closed his eyes briefly, then 
opened them and forged ahead with it. 

“You see,” Aaron went on, “I’m not actually who you think I am. I’m not 
Alex. I’m Alex’s twin brother, Aaron. And I’ve been. . . I’ve been lying to 
you. All this time. I’m dreadfully sorry, and I haven’t found a good way to 
tell you once I knew I had to. I just hope that you will forgive me. And I 
understand if you don’t want to be a part of this now. I truly do.” 

The rock rumbled loud and low. “I know,” he said. 

Aaron hazarded a glance. “You know . . . what?” 

“I know that you are Aaron. Marcus told me about you, too.” 

Aaron stared. “How long have you known?” 

The rock thought for a moment. “I suspected from the beginning when 
you knew absolutely nothing about fixing Panther’s tail. And when you 
began playing fetch with Panther, I became certain. Marcus told me I’d 
know the difference between you boys because you are right-handed and 
Alex is left-handed.” 

Aaron was flabbergasted. “You let me lie to you all this time? Even 
though I was hated by all of Artimé?” he asked. 

The rock smiled, revealing a glimpse inside his cavernous mouth. 
“Marcus didn’t hate you. He said you were misunderstood. A misfit, just like 
us. I thought you probably belonged here in the jungle.” 

Aaron didn’t know what to think. And there wasn’t time to process. 

“I’m sure you’re needed back in battle. P11 be off now,” said the rock. “PI 
wait on the lawn until I’m needed.” With that, the rock moved surprisingly 
fast over the paths, almost with a spring in his stride. 

“Unbelievable,” Aaron murmured. He piled the spiders inside the tube, 
stepped in, and looked at Panther. “Looks like it’s just you and me and the 
spiders now,” he said. “Can I trust you?” 

Panther was ridiculously still, appearing to be frozen. For a horrible 
second, Aaron wondered if Alex had been killed and Artimé was gone, all 
the statues and creatures freezing in their tracks as they’d done before. But 
then Aaron remembered who was head mage. And Panther opened her 
mouth and screamed in his face. 

When Aaron got over the shock of it, he called her to join him in the tube. 
Panther rose on her hind legs and put her front paws on Aaron’s shoulders, 


and when she had squeezed fully inside the tube, Aaron pushed the button. 
Soon Panther was in Artimé once more. 


ey A 


Jungle Unleashed 


Aaron and Panther nearly fell out of the tube into the kitchenette. It had 


been a tight squeeze. Aaron gathered up the spiders, and then he led Panther 
down the hallway to Alex’s living quarters. 

Florence stood outside the hole looking in at them. Her eyes widened 
when she saw the panther. “You’re either brilliant or a total idiot, Aaron 
Stowe,” she said brusquely. “I’m hoping for brilliant, but quite honestly 
we'll take anything right now.” Florence eyed the killer panther warily. 
“Which ship does she go on?” 

“I want to keep her here on land,” said Aaron, trying to sound more 
confident than he was. 

Florence looked at him. “Won’t she kill randomly like she did Eva 
Fathom?” 

Aaron hesitated. “I’m confident that she will follow my commands. I’ve 
been training her for quite some time now.” 

“Ah, so that’s where you go off to when you head down the mage’s 
hallway,” said Florence. “Simber and I have a bet going, and neither one of 
us is right. I’m kind of mad about it.” 

“Yes,” said Aaron. “That’s where. Alex doesn’t know .. . I still have to 
tell him, so if you could maybe not mention it .. .” 

“There will be time for you to tell him after we win this war,” said 
Florence. She reached up and stroked Panther’s head. “Okay,” she said with 
a sigh. “I guess I trust you.” 


She was looking at Panther but talking to Aaron. Or at least that’s what 
Aaron thought. “Pll try not to let you down,” Aaron said. 

“Even if she kills randomly,” muttered Florence, “she’s got an eighty 
percent chance of getting a pirate.” Florence helped Aaron down with his 
bundle of vine creations, then picked up Panther and set her beside him. “PH 
go with you. We could really use a big distraction to give our people a 
minute to breathe.” 

They went around the mansion. Panther began to shake with excitement at 
the activity on the lawn. She clearly recognized this place. 

“Stay with me, Panther,” said Aaron, and he began talking softly to her as 
they entered the fight scene. People moved out of the way when they saw 
them coming. Aaron dropped all the spiders at his feet except for one, and 
stroked Panther’s neck at the same time. And then he started singling out the 
biggest, meanest pirates. He wound his arm back and let the first spider soar 
through the air, hitting a startled pirate in the shoulder with it. 

“Attack!” he cried. 

Panther needed no further urging. She took three powerful bounds and 
leaped at the pirate, shoving him to the ground. Her giant jaws opened wide, 
and her gleaming teeth dripped with saliva. It was lights out forever for the 
man. 

“Panther!” Aaron commanded. Panther came bounding back with the 
spider daintily in her mouth and set it at Aaron’s feet. He threw another 
spider at a pirate, commanding Panther to attack her. And another, and 
another, and another. With no one daring to come near him, Aaron realized 
he could probably play this game for as long as his arm held out. 

By the time Alex noticed what was happening, Panther had taken down 
nine pirates, the little dog had terrorized the entire top deck of one of the 
Warbler ships and had headed belowdecks, and the dropbears were having a 
terrific lunch on board Queen Eagala’s ship. By the time the enormous rock 
burst out of the jungle and rolled into Artimé, Alex was dashing into the 
mansion with an idea of his own. 

The rock moved over the lawn toward Aaron and Panther, and several 
pirates ran in the other direction, holding their fighting to see what was 
happening this time. 

“Aaron,” said the rock, barely opening his mouth, “I brought a jungle 
friend to help.” 


Aaron’s eyes widened. He tried to think of other creatures he’d met in the 
jungle, but his brain was fuzzy from lack of sleep. He shook his head 
dumbly. “Who is it?” 

“Tt’s the scorpion.” The rock was clearly pleased with himself. He opened 
up his mouth, and there in the cavernous space was an enormous orange 
scorpion, tail swishing, pinchers waving. And with the rock’s mouth open, it 
saw its chance for escape. The scorpion darted out and jumped down onto 
the lawn, squirming and charging unpredictably. 

Screams resounded, and Aaron yelled louder than anyone. “FLORENCE! 
SIMBER! HELP!” Valiantly he threw himself on the poisonous tail and held 
on, trying to avoid the deadly stinger and keep it from hitting anyone from 
Artimé. It didn’t take long for the scorpion to buck Aaron off and send him 
sailing. Panther chased after him. 

Florence came running and jumped on the beast’s back. They twisted and 
fought over the torn up lawn, rolling over bodies and flipping through the 
air. The scorpion’s tail slashed and struck out as Florence tried to pin the 
thing to the ground. 

Simber swooped in, Florence rolled the scorpion on top of her, and 
Simber grabbed it with his claws and lifted it into the air. He flew straight 
out over the water to a ship that hadn’t seen any exciting creatures yet and 
dropped it on board, just barely dodging the swinging catapult arm that all 
the ships had ready, like giant flyswatters, to keep Simber from getting too 
close. 

A moment later, on the next ship over, an enormous mastodon statue 
appeared on deck, completely still, crushing the ship’s catapult with his 
weight. Alex came running out of the mansion as Simber was returning to 
shore, and Simber, anticipating what was happening, swooped in low over 
land. 

Alex jumped on the cheetah’s back, and with barely an explanation, 
Simber knew exactly what to do. He landed on top of the mastodon. Alex 
slid off him and crouched low on the stone beast to avoid the sleep darts that 
were being blown at him. The world watched, straining to hear what was 
happening. 

Whispers of “It’s OP Tater!” went around the lawn. Within seconds the 
mastodon came alive and began stomping around on the pirate ship. Simber 
grabbed Alex by the robe collar before he could get flung off Ol’ Tater’s 


back, and they cleared the area, flying over to Artimé’s ship and pausing on 
board for a moment to see what would happen next. 

In a mad rush from the four vessels nearest Artimé, pirates and 
Warblerans began to abandon ship at a remarkable pace. Once in the water, 
many of them cried out for help because they couldn’t swim. The pirates on 
the lawn stopped fighting and watched what was happening, and as the sun 
set behind the ships, they began running for the small boats on shore that 
hadn’t been crushed by Simber. Shoving off in a panic, they retreated to their 
ships to rescue their drowning people. 


DD KK 


The Artiméans would sleep that night. 
But the ships didn’t go away. 





Death Be Not Proud 


When all the pirates had retreated, Aaron caught his breath and decided 


he’d pushed his luck with Panther about as far as it could go. As the other 
Artiméans moved slowly back to the mansion, Aaron made the trip back to 
the jungle with her. And with his arm aching and no longer fit to throw 
endless amounts of vine spiders, he thanked her and said good-bye, 
promising he’d visit again when the war was over. 

When he returned to the mansion, he went straight to his room, 
completely exhausted. And with the absence of the adrenaline came the 
growth of the aching from his multitude of wounds. He hadn’t died. But he 
hurt so badly he almost wished he could. At this moment he was especially 
glad not to be the head mage, with all the responsibilities that went with it. 
He poured himself a bath. 

Alex’s first duty once quiet had descended on the island was to extend the 
hospital ward to a size it had never been before, adding fifty more beds so 
those injured who’d been deposited in the entryway for lack of space would 
finally have one. Even with the extra beds, the ward was nearly filled, and 


all non-injured and visitors were sent out of the crowded ward so the 
overworked nurses could do their best to handle everyone who needed help. 

Carina came into the mansion, dropped her sword and shield, cleaned up, 
and started a shift in the hospital ward with hardly a blink of an eye. She 
knew the hospital workers were in trouble without Henry there, and she dove 
in to help. 

Samheed, having been banished by the nurses from sitting at Mr. 
Appleblossom’s side, retreated to the grand marble staircase. Lani sat with 
him. 

Alex, unable to retire to his disastrous private quarters, and frankly not 
wanting to be there without Clive, got cleaned up in his old room in the 
boys’ hallway and then joined his friends on the stairs. 

Before long Sky came in search of them and sat down too. Weary, all four 
eventually stretched out and fell asleep on the stairs. Sky slept on the stair 
below Alex, Lani on the one above, and Samheed on the stair above Lani. 
Simber watched over them, pacing through the rubble, going from window 
to window to watch for movement and checking in with Florence, who 
patrolled outside. 

During the night, Carina, finishing her shift and heading for bed, stopped 
at Alex’s side. She watched the sleeping mage for a moment, then slipped a 
folded piece of paper into his hand. She shook her head sadly and continued 
up the stairs. 

The feeling of the paper in Alex’s hand woke him a while later. He sat up, 
forgetting for a brief, blissful moment about all the tragedy that had struck 
Artimé. But his stiff, aching body soon reminded him. 

Alex held the folded note up and studied it, bleary eyed, until the words 
on it came into focus. 


Dear Alex, 

I am so horribly sorry to tell you this . .. Mr. Appleblossom has died. 
He left the enclosed for Samheed. Stay strong, my friend. 

Love, Carina 


Alex couldn’t comprehend it. He read the words again. It couldn’t be true. 
He leaned forward and put his head in his hands. Mr. Appleblossom was 
gone. The genteel, sensitive, passionate, iambic pentameter poet and 
instructor. The writer of many plays and musicals, like Perseus! Perseus! 


and And Then Everyone Dies, The End. Now he was dead. Alex couldn’t 
process it. 

After a minute, Alex looked up at Simber, a question in his eyes. 

Simber bowed his head. It was true. 

Alex stood and moved up to where Samheed was sleeping. “Sam,” he 
said, nudging his friend. 

Samheed groaned. “What?” 

“Wake up. I have some bad news.” 

Samheed’s eyes fluttered open, and a moment later he was shoving 
himself upright, wide awake. “What happened?” 

“Its Mr. Appleblossom,” Alex said, his voice cracking. “Here.” He 
handed Samheed the note, unable to find the words to tell him that his 
beloved theater instructor was dead. 

Samheed stared at the folded paper for a minute, unmoving, barely 
breathing. And then he shook his head. Slowly at first, and then faster and 
faster he shook it, and began whispering. “No,” he said. “No. No, no, no, no, 
no!” He sank back against the marble stairs and covered his face with his 
hands. 

Alex wiped the moisture from his eyes and sat there, not sure how to help 
Samheed. Not sure it was even possible to do so. Like Mr. Today had been 
for Alex, Mr. Appleblossom had been a substitute father for Samheed when 
he needed it most. There was no comforting that loss. 

After a while, Samheed sat up and looked at the paper again. The note was 
folded into fourths. He took in a steadying breath and unfolded it. Inside was 
another piece of paper, which had a barely noticeable pencil sketch of Mr. 
Today imprinted on it. “This is from Mr. Appleblossom’s notebook,” 
Samheed said. He looked at the words. 

For Samheed, it read. 

Below it, a few lines written in a shaky hand. 

Good night, my son, and dream of victory. A man of greatest honor, you 
are he. Rise up and lead, and take these reins from me. A master of the 
theater you will be. 

Samheed read the words. At “my son,” the tears came and began to drip 
on the paper. Hastily he dried it so the ink wouldn’t smear. 

Alex, doing the only thing he could think of, reached into his nearly 
empty vest pocket and pulled out one of the few components he’d had no use 
for that day—a preserve spell. 


“Shall I use this?” Alex asked quietly, showing Samheed the tiny ball of 
rubber. 

Samheed stared numbly, then nodded. 

“Preserve,” said Alex, casting the component onto the note. It melted and 
spread, covering the paper in a nearly indestructible film, preserving the 
words forever. 

“T wish there was a preserve spell for people,” Samheed said after a while. 

“Me too,” said Alex. 

Eventually their grief was overtaken by exhaustion, and they lay down on 
their steps and slept again. 





Chaos Returns 


J ust before dawn, Alex was having a weird dream about the chef slapping 


him in the face with a salmon. It was slimy and wet, and try as he might, 
Alex couldn’t get away from it. He shook his head and brushed his cheek 
with his hand. 

“Ax,” said a little voice. “Ax!” 

Alex vaulted from the tumultuous depths of sleep and opened his eyes. 

“Hi, Ax,” said Fifer. She was sitting on the step next to his head, slapping 
her jammy hand on his face. 

Alex sat up, dazed. “Hey there, little Fife.” He wiped his face on his robe, 
trying to make sense of what was happening. “What are you doing here?” 

She held up her fig-jam toast and grinned. “Toes,” she said. 

“Toast,” said Alex automatically, emphasizing the t at the end of the word. 

“Tote!” said Fifer. 

“Close enough,” said Alex. He gathered her onto his lap and looked 
around. Crow was nowhere to be seen. “How did you get here? You need to 
stay in the lounge.” 

“She came up thrrrough the tube,” said Simber, whose head was 
completely outside the front window. 

“All by herself?” 


“Indeed,” said the cheetah. “Made a beeline for the kitchen. I’ve had my 
eye on herrr.” 

“I didn’t realize she could reach the buttons in the tube,” said Alex, 
worried. 

Simber backed up and swung his head around inside the mansion. He 
nodded at the nearest tube. “She had a little help.” 

On the floor of the tube was a small step stool that Kitten often sat on 
when playing her triangle in the lounge band. 

“You’re pretty tricky,” Alex said to Fifer, shaking his head admiringly. He 
knew he should get her back down to the lounge for safety, but her presence 
was somehow comforting, so he held her a moment more. 

Fifer munched happily on her toast. 

“Has anything changed?” Alex asked Simber after a bit. 

“Somewhat,” said Simber. “All the ships that werrre stationed on the 
norrrth and west sides of the island have moved to this side. They eitherrr 
don’t carrre about the Quillens, orrr they don’t want them. They know 
we’ rire all herrre.” 

“They also know we’re all that’s left for them to kill,” Alex said bitterly. 
He drew in a sharp breath, acknowledging the fact that the war would 
inevitably continue. He shook his head and absently smoothed Fifer’s 
staticky hair. “I suppose I’d better get you back,” he said to her. “Sunrise 
isn’t far off.” 

Before Alex could get up, someone else arrived in one of the tubes. It was 
Crow, carrying Thisbe and looking fearful. “Simber,” he said even before he 
stepped out of the tube, “have you seen—” 

“She’s with Alex,” said Simber. “On the stairrrs.” 

Crow dashed over to the stairs, relief clear on his face. “I’m really sorry,” 
he said to Alex, keeping his voice hushed because of the ones sleeping. “We 
were all asleep, and then I woke up and Fig was gone. How did she get 
here?” 

“She used Kitten’s stool to reach the tube buttons,” said Alex. “I’m not 
sure if she pushed buttons randomly until she found the right place, or if she 
knew which one to push to get to her beloved jam and bread, but she found 
it.” 

Crow blew out a breath. “She’s very clever. I’m afraid I taught her which 
one gets her closest to the kitchen, as I let them take turns pushing the 


buttons themselves. They love it so much.” He smiled apologetically. “Sorry 
again. I’ll take her down now.” 

“It’s no problem,” said Alex, reaching out and tickling Thisbe under the 
chin. “It’s really nice to see them, actually.” He considered telling Crow 
about Mr. Appleblossom’s death, but he couldn’t bear to. The news would 
travel soon enough once daybreak hit. He wanted to savor this moment—it 
would help him get through whatever was coming, he was sure of it. 

Crow looked around. “Wow. This place is a mess,” he said. “How did all 
of this happen?” 

Alex gave him a rundown of the events of the previous day. Before he 
could finish, Sky awoke. She sat up and stretched, and then added a few 
details that Alex had missed. 

Crow stared, wide-eyed. “So is OP Tater still out there stomping around 
on that ship?” 

“He is,” said Simber from the window, “and enjoying himself immensely. 
I’m about to go out and do a flyoverrr to see what’s going on. I expect 
something will happen since the pirrrates and Warrrblerrrans rrrefuse to 
leave.” 

“Go and check it out,” Alex agreed. “They probably just needed sleep like 
we did.” 

Simber left, and soon Lani sat up, sleepy-eyed. After a moment she stood. 
“I’m getting food,” she announced, and made her way down the steps. “PH 
get some for everyone.” 

“Me too?” asked Crow. 

“Of course,” said Lani. “And Thisbe. Toast with jam all around.” 

A moment later, as the group talked quietly and Samheed woke up, Alex 
paused mid-sentence and listened. “Did you hear something?” he asked. 

Everyone was quiet. From outside, they heard a low growl. 

Sky grabbed her sword and stood up. “What was that?” 

“Tt sounded like Simber,” said Alex. He reached automatically for spell 
components, but his pockets hung loose and empty. He shifted Fifer to his 
other arm and picked up his sword, then went cautiously to the window. 

“Should I take the girls to the lounge?” said Crow nervously. 

Alex peered outside. “It looks like storm clouds are rolling in. I don’t see 
anything else.” He turned and walked back to the stairs. “But I suppose we 
should say good-bye now,” he said reluctantly. He propped his sword against 
the banister and planted a kiss on Fifer’s cheek, and then leaned over Thisbe 


and kissed her, too. “It was very good to see you,” he said softly to the girls, 
and brushed Thisbe’s hair out of her face. “Thanks, Crow.” 

Crow smiled, and then he hugged Sky and took Fifer from Alex. “Stay 
strong,” Crow said. “We need you.” 

Alex and Sky nodded solemnly. As Lani returned from the kitchen with a 
tray overflowing with food, Crow turned to let the girls pick up their toast so 
they could go back to safety. 

From outside, Florence shouted. “Look out!” she yelled. “Incoming!” 

Everyone turned to look outside, where the sky had turned dark as night 
again. Before anyone could run for cover, a silent sea of black poured in 
through all the windows, filling the mansion. 

Crow gasped and his face filled with horror. Everyone ducked and began 
yelling. The black mass separated into individual creatures that began flying 
all around Artimé and throughout the mansion, filling nearly every corner 
and space. 

Lani’s tray of food went flying. Sky, Alex, and Samheed grabbed their 
swords and began swinging them wildly through the air, trying to hit 
whatever it was that was flying at them. Crow dropped to the ground with 
the girls, trying to protect them, and then he began to scream in panic. 

“Tt’s the birds!” screeched Crow, his eyes filled with pure terror. “It’s 
Queen Eagala’s birds! They’re here for us!” 


The Birds 


There were thousands of black ravens, and they were eerily silent, opening 


their mouths to screech but no sound ever coming out. Each wore a tiny gold 
collar of thorns. 

Crow shook and cried hysterically, unable to do anything in his fear 
except crouch on the floor, covering his face. Thisbe escaped from his numb 
grasp and ran screaming to Alex, who hastily scooped her up and slipped her 
inside his robe, while Fifer stared at the birds, mesmerized, oblivious to the 
shouts and screams around her. She didn’t make a sound. The ravens didn’t 
touch her. 

Sky battled the attacking birds with her sword, and Lani dove for the pile 
of shields, doling them out so the others could protect themselves from the 
pecking. 

“Outside!” Samheed shouted. “Everyone, come on! They’ll be less 
concentrated out there!” He picked up Crow and carried him out the front 
door. Alex, with Thisbe, grabbed Fifer and followed, hoping Samheed was 
right. 

It was dark as pitch outside, though the sun had been rising thirty minutes 
before. The air was thick with ravens circling Artimé and diving down to 
peck at anything they saw moving. Florence was fighting off a hundred or 
more, and Simber was flying erratically above, trying to get them off him. 
Only Fifer continued to watch them, unaffected. 

Soon the birds permeated the residential hallways, pecking at the doors 
until curious Artiméans opened them to see what was happening. They were 


pelted by seas of ravens swarming in. The birds filled the tubes and pecked 
at the buttons, which sent them to all sorts of places the pirates hadn’t 
discovered yet. They flooded the lounge and the theater and library, sending 
the nonfighters running for the tubes to escape the confines of the mansion. 

Over the course of the next hour, every last Artiméan who was able to 
move found his way outside to the lawn, trying to get some reprieve from 
the attacking birds. Most found that there was little they could do to stop it, 
so they crouched on the ground like Crow had done, making themselves as 
small as possible. But then the ravens began to try to lift the orange-eyed 
Warbler children into the air. 

“Help!” the children cried, wresting themselves free. “They’re taking us 
away!” 

Aaron dashed out of the mansion, his wounds and pain so vastly improved 
from a night of sleep that he was almost like new. Desperately he searched 
the crowd. Finally he found Alex and his sisters amid the chaos. “This way!” 
he said. He guided them toward the rock, taking Crow from Samheed along 
the way. When there was a moment of peace, the rock opened his mouth, 
and Alex and Aaron quickly shoved Crow and the girls inside before any 
birds got in. Then they set out to gather up the smallest of the Warbler 
children and put them inside the rock’s mouth too before they got carried off 
to the ships. 

Sky and her mother, Copper, refused to go into the rock, preferring instead 
to fight, though they were being harshly attacked. Thatcher and Scarlet 
stayed outside of the rock as well. They beat off the ravens quite desperately 
at times to keep the birds from lifting and carrying them off. 

On Artimé’s ship, Sean and Ms. Octavia and the rest of their team took on 
the fewest ravens, for they’d hidden their orange-eyed Warbler fighters in 
the lower cabins overnight for safekeeping. But from their vantage point 
they could only watch helplessly and try to use freeze spells on as many of 
them as they could. It was such a small number of spells compared to the 
thousands of birds that it barely made a dent in the population. But they, too, 
had run out of deadly spells, leaving them with little in the way of 
ammunition. 

Now that every Artiméan was fully occupied outside the mansion except 
for the helpless injured and nurses in the hospital ward, the ships emptied out 
into their tenders once more, and this time both pirates and Warbleran people 
filled them. They began rowing to shore without anybody in Artimé 


noticing. When they reached land, they streamed out of their boats and 
began to make a human wall all the way around the bird-fighting Artiméans. 

Soon every tender had reached the shore and unloaded, and Warblerans 
and pirates stood armed in a giant circle around the panicked people of 
Artimé, watching the birds do their work for them. 

A single raven managed to get inside the rock’s mouth. It went straight for 
Crow’s face and began pecking. Fifer reached out, grabbed the bird, and 
screamed at it. 

The scream rose above all other sounds in Artimé and reverberated 
through the land. Everyone, even the birds, froze and listened. 

“That’s one of the twins,” whispered Alex, eyes wide. 

Within seconds, the scream ended and all of the thousands of ravens 
turned to smoke. 


ey A 


A Familiar Face 


The blackness billowed and lifted into the sky, forming streams of smoke 


like giant black snakes slithering back to the ships, weaving through their 
sails and entering through their portholes and pouring down their staircases. 

“Who—what—?” cried Alex. “Was that Fifer?” 

“Tt sounded like her,” said Sky, breathless and incredulous. 

The pirates and Warblerans watched wide-eyed, then looked at each other, 
concerned. And that’s when the Artiméans realized what had transpired 
during the raven attack. They looked around the lawn as the morning light 
returned, and realized with dread that they were entirely surrounded by rows 
and rows of pirates, and now Warblerans, too. There were twice the number 
of enemies than they’d seen the day before. Unfortunately, most of the 
Artiméans had fled the mansion without their weapons. 

Captain Baldhead, looking pristine and unblemished, and only slightly 
fazed by the unplanned disappearance of their secret weapon, stepped 
forward to address the ragged, rapidly shrinking crowd of Artiméans. 
“We’ve got you surrounded,” he said in an ominous voice. “Hand over the 
Warblerans, or we will end every last one of you.” He drew his sword, and 
everyone around the circle, including the Warblerans, drew swords as well. 

The Warblerans of Artimé looked surprised to see their people holding 
weapons, and doing so quite expertly. 

That’s why they waited so many months to attack, thought Alex. They 
were training the Warblerans to fight. Alex tried not to show his panic. He 


didn’t know what to do. 

The Artiméans, looking small on the torn-up lawn, gazed with false 
bravado into the eyes of their enemies, knowing it was only a matter of time 
before they’d meet their tragic ends. Even Florence and Simber knew they 
were vastly outnumbered—a wrong move now could cost the rest of the 
Artiméans’ lives. 

The orange-eyed among them who weren’t hidden inside the rock— 
Copper, Sky, Lani, Samheed, and Scarlet and Thatcher—stood together, 
surrounded and protected by their friends. Copper glanced at Sky, knowing 
Artimé would never give them up. She and Sky had talked privately about 
this day, and what they would do if and when it came. Sky looked at Alex 
with love and sorrow and apologies in her eyes, and Alex looked back at her, 
alarmed, worried that she was going to give herself up for the sake of 
Artimé. 

“Don’t,” Alex mouthed. He shook his head, eyes pleading. “Please don’t.” 

Sky’s chin quivered, and after a moment she turned her face away. 

Copper looked at the pirates, her gaze moving slowly over the ranks. She 
recognized some of them, having slaved for them before her rescue from the 
Island of Fire. They stared back at her with contempt. She held her head 
higher. And then her gaze landed on another familiar face. 

Her eyes flickered. 

His eyes narrowed. And then he tilted his head the slightest bit, revealing 
the thorn necklace below his pirate-shirt collar. He looked away, and in 
doing so reminded Copper not to let her gaze rest too long on him. 

Alongside the fear grew a tiny sprout of hope, for the man she recognized 
was her old friend and fellow slave, Daxel. 





When All Is Lost (Reprise) 


Coopper’s fingers brushed the back of Sky’s hand, and when Sky glanced 


her way, Copper shook her head. 

Sky breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She didn’t know what had changed her 
mother’s mind, but clearly something had happened. And then she, too, 
noticed Daxel, the pirate slave who had helped them escape with Copper 
from the Island of Fire. Soon she realized there were a number of pirates she 
hadn’t seen yesterday, all wearing white, high-collared shirts that bulged 
suspiciously at the neck, and all with the telltale orange eyes. More slaves 
like her mother. 

Captain Baldhead lifted his sword. “Pirates, prepare to destroy the rock 
and remove the hidden children!” 

A small band of pirates stepped over to the rock, while others filled in 
their spots in the circle to keep it strong. The pirates raised their swords and 
began hacking at the rock’s mouth. The rock’s yellow eyes flinched. 

“Stop!” shouted Aaron, horrified. He ran forward, lifted his sword, and 
sliced it across the back of the nearest pirate who was attacking the rock. 


The pirate screamed, dropped his sword, and fell to the ground. Aaron took a 
second swing at the next pirate. 

And then the lawn exploded into battle once more. Simber ran at the small 
band of pirates, knocking them away from the rock with his mighty wings, 
trying not to hit any Artiméans by accident. Florence grabbed the dead 
pirate’s sword and began swinging, striking down pirates in the circle, two 
and three at a time. Simber turned and charged toward the circle as well, 
running a length of it and plowing down pirates and Warblerans in a long 
row. 

Alex pulled his sword and ran toward Captain Baldhead, but a dozen 
pirates jumped in the way. Determined, Alex vowed to fight his way to the 
captain or die trying. He swung blindly with all his might, felling one after 
another, but there was always one more to take his place. 

Meanwhile Daxel lifted his finger to his lips, and at first Copper thought 
he was asking her to be quiet, but then she realized it was a signal. Forty or 
fifty pirate slaves threw off their jackets and ripped open their shirt collars, 
revealing their thornaments. And then several dozen Warblerans removed 
golden Warbler bird emblems from their shirts and tossed them to the 
ground, and pulled colorful ribbons from their pockets and put them around 
their necks, distinguishing themselves from the rest of the Warblerans. 
Copper watched as one of them signed to her. 

“The Warblerans with ribbons are fighting with Artimé!” she cried out. 
“They’re fighting for their children!” 

Sky’s heart surged as she joined ranks with nearly a hundred orange-eyed 
people from both islands. She pulled out her sword, hoping the extra help 
was enough to give Artimé a chance. 

And now, with all the pirate ships seemingly emptied, Simber flew out to 
Artimé’s ship to transport Sean, Ms. Octavia, and the others to shore to help 
in the fight, leaving the ship unprotected, but having no other choice—they 
needed all the help they could get on land. 

Artimé surged, their numbers nearly doubled by the turn of events. But 
they were still vastly outnumbered, and the pirates and Warblerans fighting 
against them were bigger, stronger, and had more training for this kind of 
battle than the Artiméans. The magical land began to falter again. 

In the intensity of the battle, no one noticed the eel lifting its head up out 
of the water and assessing the potential damage it could do on land. 


And nobody noticed the other enormous sea creature coming toward 
Artimé at a fast clip. 

It was only when Lani heard a familiar shout that she glanced up. Others 
around her turned as well, and their mouths dropped open. Many of them 
gasped. The pirates fighting them stopped and stared, leading still others to 
look out to the water. And soon the entire lawn of pirates, Warblerans, and 
Artiméans focused all of their attention on the strange sight in the lagoon. 

First came Spike the whale. Sitting on her back was Henry Haluki, 
shouting, his hands raised in a triumphant pose. On one side of Spike was a 
giant squid, and on the other was a sea monster. And together the three of 
them were leading a very large, very alive giant crab island named Karkinos, 
which gave home to a strange assortment of armed inhabitants standing all 
along the edge of his shell, waiting to come charging ashore. 

Florence nearly dropped her sword at the sight of them. But then she saw 
a familiar, sinister ripple under the water and cried, “Wait! Look out!” 





Some Very Special Guests 


Captain Baldhead ordered his pirates to return to fighting, and as the 


Artiméans continued their battle on land, the eel slithered around Issie the 
sea monster and yanked her under the water. 

Karkinos whirled around, his claws clacking furiously as the giant squid 
dove for cover underneath him. A second later the crab’s pincer connected 
with the eel. He lifted it up out of the water and shook it until it let go of 
Issie, and then Karkinos clipped the eel in half. Both ends slithered all the 
way into Karkinos’s gaping mouth and disappeared. 

The inhabitants of the Island of Legends cheered and rushed down the 
crab’s reeflike claws all the way to the shore of Artimé. They didn’t wait for 
orders. Henry, Talon, Lhasa the snow lion, Bock the golden-horned deer, and 
the blurry, smelly hibagon all began fighting in very special and unique 
ways. 

Henry noted that all the Artiméans were strangely fighting with 
nonmagical weapons, and he soon figured out that they must have run out of 
components. He had gobs of deadly spell components left in the crate on 
Spike’s back, having used none of them on his journey. He ran ashore with 
them and handed them out to the spell casters as quickly as he could, and 


then at Carina’s urging, he went inside the mansion to see how he could help 
in the hospital ward. 

Talon the bronze giant made fists and began punching pirates in the face 
and throwing their shields into the sea. Their weapons had little effect on 
him, though the clanging was a bit hard on everyone’s ears. 

Lhasa showed a vicious side of her no one had ever seen before, and she 
bared her teeth and began biting pirates in the bum very hard at every turn, 
and dodging their swipes at her. Bock used his golden horns to ram into the 
enemy fighters, sending them flying through the air quite precisely in front 
of Karkinos, who crushed them soundly with his claws. 

The hibagon, who was extremely nervous but wanting to help, went over 
to blend in near the rock, and the mere odor of his presence made pirates run 
away from the hidden Warbler children just to get some distance from the 
rotten stench .. . except for one unfortunate pirate who made the mistake of 
looking at the hibagon for a little too long, and fell in love. 

Issie the sea monster lumbered onto land, swinging her tail and knocking 
pirates down, and yowling her familiar noise, demanding the pirates give 
back her missing baby. Ms. Octavia jumped on the opportunity to follow in 
her wake, casting lethal spells on the fallen pirates to keep them down 
permanently. 

Even Vido the golden rooster left his perch and fluttered around the 
pirates’ heads just out of reach. He uttered disconcerting prophecies and 
made-up proverbs, like “Those who follow Captain Baldhead lose much 
more than just their hair.” At the end of the phrase he drew the tip of his 
wing across his neck, cutthroat style. Another favorite he recited was “A 
stitch in time saves NOBODY—YOU WILL ALL DIE! TRUST ME I 
KNOW!” which made no sense at all but still managed to unnerve several 
pirates and completely throw the most superstitious of them off their game. 

Spike spent her time along the shore as close in as she could get without 
beaching herself. She scanned the sea for eels, then she circled in and out 
among the twenty-four ships, keeping close watch and even speaking with 
Ol’ Tater for a moment in whatever language he spoke. 

And then on the Island of Legends, in one grand, furry migration, 
hundreds of dropbears descended from the trees. Like a small sea of gray 
paint, they poured out of the wooded area of Karkinos, across the beach, 
down the claw reefs, and onto the shore of Artimé. They surged around the 
fighters and spread out to the trees, scores of them climbing up each tree and 


spreading to the ends of the sagging branches, waiting for just the right 
moment to do what they did best. 

Slowly but surely over the course of the day, the pirate and Warbleran 
ranks thinned until their numbers were merely two to one against Artimé. 
And at one particular moment when the enemy was concentrated on the lawn 
under overhanging branches, the dropbears went to work. Without a sound, 
they dropped from the trees onto the pirates, covering them in layers upon 
layers of gray fur. The pirates screamed and slid to the ground in shock. 
Some tried to fight them off, but no manner of flailing or clawing could get 
the pirates free from the dropbears. 

Talon noticed the act, and though he was tempted to tell the dropbears to 
go ahead and eat the pirates, he refrained for the sake of a safe land to return 
home to. “Good work, dropbears!” he called out. “Keep them covered.” 

Now Artimé was closing in, and for the first time the sides were almost 
equal. But the people of Artimé had been fighting an uphill battle since 
dawn. They were tired. Most hadn’t had breakfast, much less lunch—Alex’s 
breakfast was still on the floor in the mansion where Lani had dropped it 
after being attacked by the birds. He was sorely aware of his own hunger and 
weakness, and couldn’t imagine how the young children were holding up, 
stuck inside the rock’s mouth. With the hibagon’s great stink keeping the 
pirates away from it, Alex knew he had to get them out of there and back to 
the mansion so Crow could get them some food and water. When Alex had a 
moment of reprieve, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and pulled Kitten 
from his pocket. 

Kitten stretched and yawned, having slept through most of the war. 
“Mewmewmew,” she said sweetly. 

“Hi, Kitten,” said Alex, crouching behind a tree for safety. “I need you to 
do a very important thing for me. Can you go over to that giant rock right 
there, sneak between the cracks into his mouth, and get Crow to understand 
that it’s time to take the Warbler kids back to the mansion? Pl get some 
others, and we’ll run with them to make sure they’re safe.” 

“Mewmewmew,” said Kitten. She hopped off Alex’s hand and landed in 
the dirt, then scampered around the giant feet of the fighters, dodging and 
twisting to avoid getting stepped on. 

Alex stood up, peered around the tree, and pulled out some more 
components that he’d gotten from Henry. He eyed his next opponent, 
choosing only ones in the path the children would need to take to the 


mansion. Many of them had had their shields knocked away by Talon, so 
Alex’s chances of successful throws were high. He took aim and waited for 
his moment to strike. 

“Behind you, Al!” Samheed shouted. 

Alex whirled around a second too late as a sword lashed into his side. He 
stumbled and cried out while Samheed rushed to his aid and took the pirate 
down. Samheed’s shirt was covered in blood. 

“You okay?” Samheed huffed, going over to Alex. 

Alex steadied himself on one knee. “I think so,” he said, gripping his 
sword like a cane and leaning on it. The ground swirled before his eyes, and 
he tried to breathe through it and focus. “Crow... ,” he said, breathing 
shallowly between phrases, “is coming . . . out of the rock .. . with the 
children .. . and taking them . . . to the mansion.” He dropped the sword and 
put one hand on the ground, checking the wound in his side with the other. It 
came away wet with blood. Was this how it would end? “Aaron,” he 
whispered. 

“PI help you cover the children,” said Samheed, taking a moment to rest. 
“Are you sure you’re okay?” He waved Lani and Sean over. 

Alex closed his eyes, feeling nauseous. 

Samheed frowned. “You’d better go inside with the children, Alex. Have 
Henry patch you up and get yourself something to eat and drink.” 

Alex nodded, pressing hard on his wound to stop the bleeding. He rallied, 
then told Lani and Sean to go to the cave’s mouth to help the children out 
and lead them to the mansion. 

Moments later the rock’s mouth slowly opened. Crow peered out, looked 
around, and then jumped to the ground. He turned around and reached inside 
the rock’s mouth, pulling children out and handing them to Sean and Lani, 
who began running with them toward the mansion, the rest of the children 
following. Samheed stood halfway between, holding off the attackers. Crow 
pulled Thisbe and Fifer out last and hitched their legs around his waist while 
Kitten ran down the rock’s side to the ground and led the three around the 
fighting. Samheed had his hands full when another group of pirates rushed 
toward them. 

“Keep going!” shouted Sean to the children. “Straight to the lounge!” He 
and Lani stopped to help fight off the attackers. The Warbler children ran for 
the mansion. Crow lagged behind with Thisbe and Fifer, trying to go as fast 
as he could, but he was weak with hunger like everyone else. 


“Here comes Crow,” Samheed shouted over his shoulder to Alex, who 
was still on his knees trying to get his breath back. “Do you need help 
walking?” 

“No, I’m okay,” said Alex. He opened his eyes and stumbled to his feet, 
then tripped and fell to his hands and knees. 

“PII cover you,” said Samheed. “But get moving, will you?” 

Alex got up once more, ran a few steps, and fell again. 

“That’s their leader!” shouted Captain Baldhead, fighting his way over. 
“He’s down. Kill him!” 

Five pirates nearby stopped what they were doing and surrounded Alex. 
Sean and Lani came running and blasted two of them out of the way, and 
Samheed slammed his sword over the top of one’s head. 

“There go the Warbler children!” shouted a pirate. “They’re escaping 
inside the mansion!” 

More and more pirates rushed toward the running children. Alex pushed 
through the chaos and got to his feet, his fear for the children giving him the 
renewed strength he desperately needed. He ran toward Crow, who was 
falling behind carrying the twins, and tried stopping Captain Baldhead by 
shoving his shoulder into the man’s chest. 

Captain Baldhead swung his sword, hitting Alex in the arm, but then 
tripped over a body on the ground. 

Alex absorbed the pain and continued on. 

Captain Baldhead regained his footing and pushed forward, cutting off 
Crow and the girls and grabbing Crow by the neck with his hook hand. He 
whirled the children around to check their eyes, and laughed viciously. 
“Three for the price of one. I’ll take these two little black-eyed ones in 
exchange for the orange-eyed ones we don’t get,” he said. “Black-eyed 
children sell for a premium in the market.” His laughter rumbled. 

White-hot with fury, Alex swung his sword, but the captain blocked it. He 
held Crow in front of him as a human shield and began moving toward the 
boats with his prisoners. 

“Stop!” yelled Alex, pushing through dizziness and pain. He doggedly ran 
after them, trying to get a clean shot at the captain without endangering his 
sisters or Crow. 

“Drop the girls!” Alex called to Crow, knowing the boy was completely 
terrorized with the hook at his throat and unable to think clearly. “Crow! 


Drop them! They’ll be fine!” Alex stumbled again and fell to one knee, 
feeling about to faint and fighting it with everything he had. 

Crow’s glassy eyes cleared for a moment, and he let the girls slide down 
to the ground. But they didn’t like what was happening and ran screaming 
after their favorite friend. 

Captain Baldhead roared his displeasure at Crow and clutched him tighter, 
his hook digging deeper into Crow’s neck. Crow’s eyes bulged, and a trickle 
of blood rolled down to his collarbone. The captain switched directions, 
swatting at Fifer, who was closest. He reached her and yanked her up under 
his free arm. 

“Mewmewmew!” Kitten howled, trying her best to assist Alex, but there 
was nothing she could do. 

Fifer wailed. Thisbe screamed at the pirate. Crow’s eyes rolled back in his 
head and he went limp. Alex revived, pulled himself to his feet, and started 
running after the man again, but seconds later a Warbler enemy plowed into 
him, knocking him flat. 

Thisbe, red faced and furious, pointed her finger at the captain. “Boom!” 
she shouted. 

Captain Baldhead’s face turned gray. He shuddered and took an 
unexpected step back, his boot landing on top of Kitten and crushing her 
porcelain body to bits. Crow sank to the grass. Fifer tumbled to the ground. 
And with a loud boom, the captain’s body cracked from head to toe. His 
appendages separated, like broken pieces of a toy, and went flying in 
different directions. 

Alex rolled and got to his hands and knees, then crawled over the dirt and 
grass to gather his sisters. He held them tightly, unable to believe what he’d 
just witnessed from Thisbe. 

Scarlet, who’d seen everything from afar, came running. She saw Crow on 
the ground, knelt next to him, and helped him sit up. 

“Are you okay, Crow?” she asked, her white-blond hair swishing close to 
his face. 

Crow’s eyelids fluttered and opened. He stared at her, dazed. 

Scarlet gently pressed her sleeve to the cut on Crow’s neck and wiped the 
blood away. “You’d better have that looked at,” she said. 

“Hi,” said Crow. 

Scarlet smiled. “Hi. I think you might be in shock. Come on, let’s help 
Alex and get you checked out.” She took Crow’s hand and helped him to his 


feet, then put his arm around her neck and led him to where Alex and the 
girls were. She picked up Thisbe and handed her to Crow. 

“Can you hold her until we get inside?” 

Crow nodded numbly and took the girl. 

Scarlet picked up Fifer and gave Alex a hand so he could get to his feet. 
Together they limped and stumbled safely to the mansion. 

Kitten’s crushed body lay still on the ground for a moment. Then all her 
porcelain pieces magically came back together. When she was in one perfect 
piece again, she jumped up and down, gingerly at first, and then less so, 
testing her body out. Everything felt as good as new. 

“Mewmewmew,” she said before heading back into the fight. Seven lives 
left. 


A Short Reprieve 


What?” asked Henry as he stitched up the ugly gash in Alex’s side. 


“You’re saying Thisbe killed the pirate captain?” 

“I’m not sure killed is the right word,” Alex said. “Dismantled. Scrambled 
and flung about, maybe.” He winced. “Ouch. Unless I’m delusional, which 
is entirely possible.” 

“How did she do it, though? Here, drink some more juice.” Henry shoved 
Alex’s glass at him with his free hand and finished his stitching, then fetched 
some ointment to put on it. “You’ll feel good as new by tomorrow.” 

“I have no idea how she did it,” said Alex. “She didn’t have a component 
or anything—not that we have a spell that does what she did anyway. She 
just got mad because the captain was running off with Fifer, and she yelled 
‘Boom!’ at him and it just happened.” 

“Yikes,” said Henry. “Can we get her to stop saying that word? If she 
Starts saying it randomly to our people, I’m not sure PII know how to fix 
them.” 

“That’s just it—she’s said the word lots of times, like when she’s 
knocking down sand castles and piles of stones and stuff like that. She never 
blew anyone to pieces before, though.” 

“Maybe it was different this time because she was mad.” Henry reached 
for a roll of bandages and lifted Alex’s arms into the air, then wrapped his 
chest. “Try not to get hit in that same place, all right? Otherwise you’re good 
to go if you feel strong enough. Did you eat?” 

“Yes, I ate. I’m fine now, thanks to you. How’s Liam, by the way?” 


“He snuck out to fight after the whole bird incident. He was limping but 
feeling okay, last I saw him.” 

“So you heard about the birds?” 

“Yeah. Crazy.” Henry shook his head. “I’m sorry Spike and I didn’t get 
here sooner. After Florence and Pan left and Spike and I were getting ready 
to leave, Talon suggested we all go. I couldn’t turn the offer down. Are they 
helping?” 

“Immensely. We’d be defeated by now without them. I’m just glad you’re 
not dead. When you didn’t show up, Florence and I feared the worst.” 

“Spike and Issie and the giant squid all pulled Karkinos along,” said 
Henry, “so we made pretty good time. And we came into sight of Artimé at 
dawn, right when all the ships were emptying, so we just kept rolling in. We 
saw the black smoke.” 

Crow piped up from a nearby bed. “That was Fifer,” he said. “She 
screamed and crushed a raven in her hand, and it turned them all to smoke.” 

“So it was Fifer,” Alex said, shaking his head in wonder. “We could hear 
her scream. It about broke our eardrums.” 

“Wow,” said Henry. “You’ve got your hands full with those two.” 

“I’m suddenly worried for my own safety,” said Alex. “Thanks, Henry.” 

“No problem. I’ve got to keep moving—good luck out there.” Henry 
turned to assist the next injured person. 

Alex smiled and slid off the bed, then picked up a pile of sandwiches that 
the kitchen staff had made for him to take out to the others. He headed to the 
lawn, feeling re-energized. 

“Oh good—you’re okay!” exclaimed Kaylee when she saw him coming. 
“Things are falling apart a bit out here. Can I have one of those? I’m 
starving.” She grabbed a sandwich and shoved half of it into her mouth. 

“Sure,” said Alex. “What’s happening?” 

“The Loch Ness Monster got stabbed,” she said, her mouth full. “She’s 
okay though.” 

“The . . . what?” 

“The Loch—” Kaylee began, then rolled her eyes. “Oh, forget it. Culture 
gap. The sea monster thing. Nessie.” 

“You mean Issie?” 

“Yeah, whatever you call her in this world. No wonder nobody in 
Scotland can find her. Anyway, thanks for the sandwich.” She grabbed two 
more and ran off toward Sky and Carina. 


Alex was mystified by Kaylee’s words, but there wasn’t time for questions 
now. Half a dozen Artiméans were writhing on the battlefield. He tossed the 
remaining sandwiches at Samheed and Lani so they could pass them around, 
and ran to help the injured. Soon he was dragging people into the hospital 
ward. 

The pirates rallied, and their size and experience began to get the best of 
Artimé yet again. And though they’d been strong for so long, Alex’s friends 
began to fall. Lani took an especially hard hit to the back that sent her flying 
into the air and landing hard, knocking her out cold, and she wouldn’t wake 
up. Carina got backed into a tree and took a shallow stab to the stomach. 
Thatcher had a deep slice across his forehead and cheek that wouldn’t stop 
bleeding, but he refused to quit fighting and eventually passed out on the 
lawn. 

One by one, Alex carried them all in, his body and heart aching. Why 
couldn’t they just win and be done with this? Things were looking desperate 
again. Some of Alex’s best spell casters were forced into the hospital ward, 
leaving the Artiméans struggling to hold their own. 

When Alex returned to the lawn after bringing Thatcher inside, he saw a 
pirate leveling Claire Morning with his fist. From the ground, Claire kicked 
the pirate hard, and the pirate slammed his shield into Claire’s head, 
knocking her out. Alex gasped. The pirate lifted his sword up over her chest. 

“Stop!” Alex yelled, and tore over the lawn toward Claire, but he was too 
far away to reach her in time. As the pirate prepared to stab his sword down, 
Liam came out of nowhere like a bull and slammed his head into the pirate’s 
gut, sending them both reeling back. They scrabbled on the ground, 
fistfighting. The pirate slipped from Liam’s clutches, grabbed his sword, and 
dove at Liam, pinning him to the ground. He lifted his body off Liam, and 
before the former governor could move, the pirate ran him through. 

Horrified, Alex drew his sword and came up behind the pirate, but before 
he could attack, Kaylee rushed over and brought her blade down over the 
enemy’s head as hard as she could. The pirate wobbled and crashed to the 
ground in a heap. Alex and Kaylee pushed him aside and knelt next to Liam, 
then pulled the sword from his body. But Liam was already dead. 

Feeling sick, Alex turned away. He went to check Claire for a pulse and 
found she was still alive. “Keep fighting!” Alex said to Kaylee as she ran off 
to do just that. Alex lifted Claire into his aching arms and slogged with her 


back to the mansion, hoping there was something Henry could do to help her 
pull through. 

With the tide turning sharply in the pirates’ favor, Alex needed more than 
a miracle to get through the rest of the day. 


ey A 


To the Rescue 


Aaron limped into the mansion on Ms. Octavia’s orders because he was 


bleeding everywhere. Since he couldn’t explain that he’d be fine soon 
enough, he went. Sky was looking battered and bruised too. Samheed’s shirt 
was in tatters, with cuts all over his chest. The pirates had heard about their 
captain’s death, and they reared up stronger than ever, determined to finish 
the fight. 

Alex began thinking about surrendering again. His people were falling left 
and right, and the pirates were still standing. If Simber could just finish them 
off, they could end this. But the fighting was so close that if Simber tried to 
plow into a group, he’d certainly hit just as many Artiméans as pirates. So 
the cheetah was forced to pluck them up one by one whenever he had a 
chance—whenever he wasn’t helping Alex bring the injured to the mansion. 
Artimé was losing fighters twice as often as the pirates. 

The day was waning, and so was everyone’s spirits. But when the battle 
seemed endless, pointless, and senseless, and Alex was ready to give up, 
Simber swooped down and landed next to him. 

“Alex,” he said. 

“Please don’t tell me someone’s dead,” said Alex. “I can’t take any more.” 

“All rrright,” said Simber. “I won’t. Just look up.” 

Alex frowned. “What?” 

“Look up. And out towarrrd the lagoon. And then up again.” 


Alex obeyed. In the sky he saw five dots growing bigger. And just beyond 
the lagoon, he saw something black and shimmering, coming toward them at 
top speed. “No!” he cried in disbelief. “It’s Pan!” 

“And herrr childrrren,” said Simber. “They’rrre flying.” 

“Are they . . . are they flying here? To help us?” Alex looked at Simber, 
his weary eyes bright. “Maybe we can win this after all,” he said. 

“Believe it,” said Simber. And with that, he was thundering off to grab 
another pirate. 

Alex ran back into the mansion and went inside the hospital ward. 
“Attention!” he called. “If any of you are able to return to the lawn, we need 
you now more than ever. And with any luck,” he said fervently, “this war 
will be over soon. Reinforcements of the grandest nature are on their way. 
Join me if you are able.” 

Alex didn’t wait to see if anyone would follow. He ran back out to the 
lawn, picked up a sword, and began fighting with everything he had in him. 
Aaron joined him immediately, and other Artiméans trickled out of the 
mansion, limping and bandaged, ready to make a final go of it for Alex’s 
sake. 

Minutes later, Pan reached the shore. Alex and Aaron ran toward her, 
fighting off pirates as they went. Pan saw them coming and curled her tail 
around them, lifting them up in the air, out of reach of the enemy. With a 
flaming roar, she got everyone’s attention. 

The fighting halted abruptly, and the pirates began to grow frightened. A 
small band of them drew their swords, and in a concerted effort they ran at 
the dragon, trying to get to Artimé’s leader. They swung and connected with 
Pan’s chest, and she watched them in their attempt to hurt her. 

When she did nothing in response, more pirates came running to attack. 
They surrounded the dragon, and some even climbed on her tail and ran up 
it, trying to fight Alex and Aaron. The brothers fought back, knocking the 
pirates down, and all the while Pan just glowered at the ones trying to hurt 
her. 

“What’s happening?” whispered the Artiméans to one another. “Why isn’t 
she fighting them?” 

No one knew the answer, but they were grateful for the chance to rest and 
watch in awe as the young dragons flew in and circled above their mother’s 
head. 


“I hope this isn’t a trick,” murmured Sean to some others. “Are we sure 
the dragons are on our side?” 

“They’d better be,” said Samheed under his breath. He’d done plenty to 
make them stronger. 

Pan looked up at her young, signaling them to pay attention as more 
pirates grew brave enough to join their comrades and help attack her. 

“Watch,” said Ms. Octavia to Sean and Samheed and the Artiméans 
around them. “She’s teaching her children.” 

When fifty or so pirates had gathered to beat on her with their swords, Pan 
took a deep breath, then flamed them with the heat of a thousand suns, 
burning them to a crisp in an instant. 

Stunned silence was followed by an uproar from the enemy, and new 
vigor in their attacks. But the pirates were smart. They left the dragon alone 
and turned once more against the ones they knew they could beat—the 
people of Artimé. 

With the pirates changing focus, Pan began moving Alex and Aaron 
around over the lawn with her tail, wherever they were needed the most, 
while at the same time fighting off pirate and Warbleran attackers with her 
jaws and her fiery breath. 

The Artiméans dug in with renewed strength but kept their distance from 
the dragon for their own safety. Pan’s children soared overhead, spreading 
out, then each found a spot on the lawn to land. Pan called to them in the 
language of the dragons, and they began sniffing the people, determining 
which of them contained more evil than good, and going after them one at a 
time. 

Some of the pirates tried to capture the young dragons and drag them 
away, their greed taking over their senses. Others tried to fight the creatures. 
But their swords wouldn’t cut them, nor would they penetrate their scaly 
skin, for the dragons’ new wings had been protected by preserve spells, 
which covered them all the way to their extremities. 

Pan let Alex and Aaron down so she could use her tail to protect her 
young. The brothers didn’t falter. Instead they herded the pirates toward Pan 
so she could finish them off. 

Arabis the orange and the ice-blue dragon played tug-of-war with one 
pirate, while the two purples teamed up against a small band of pirates and 
practiced using their ropelike tails to lasso them. When they reined in a 


pirate, they tried out their fire-breathing skills. And Ivis the green took to the 
trees, flushing out the pirates who had gone into hiding. 

Pan moved toward another group of pirates and began picking them up 
with her tail and flinging them like torpedoes onto the ship where OI’ Tater 
was stomping around. And if the pirates were lucky enough to avoid being 
stomped on and dove overboard, Spike was there to bat them back on board 
so OI’ Tater could try again. 

The pirate ranks thinned, and one by one the exhausted Artiméans 
dropped back, both to get out of the way as the dragons had fun playing with 
the pirates before putting an end to them, and to give themselves a chance to 
rest. Soon Alex had no other pirates or enemy Warblerans facing him, and he 
actually had to search to find some. He looked around, determined to fight to 
the very end, but then dove out of the way of Pan, who was coming farther 
and farther on land. Some of the pirates gave up and started to run away, but 
Pan’s tail brought them back in. She wasn’t about to let any of them escape. 

The young dragons began to chase the pirates around the lawn. 

Pan spoke sharply to her children, and then the six of them began herding 
the enemies to one central location, gently pushing the fighting Artiméans 
out of the way. Soon they moved to make a tight circle around the remaining 
enemies. 

Alex backed off and saw that many of his friends had stopped fighting as 
well. They moved slowly toward the mansion, watching what was 
happening, almost unable to believe that the dragons had arrived to help 
them. 

And then Alex remembered. “Has anyone seen Eagala?” he asked. 

Samheed looked up wearily. “Lani took her out early on with a transport 
spell.” He looked around. “Where is Lani, anyway?” 

“She’s hurt,” Alex told him. “Pretty badly, I think. Henry’s working on 
her.” 

Samheed’s face filled with concern. He glanced at the enemies, and then 
back at Alex. 

“Go,” Alex said. “See how she’s doing.” 

Samheed didn’t hesitate. He jogged to the mansion. 

Alex looked around for Sky, his heart leaping into his throat. He hadn’t 
seen her in a long time. Finally he spied her, still alive, and his throat 
tightened. She limped to the mansion, her exhaustion clear, but she lifted a 


hand at Alex to let him know she was okay. She went inside to the hospital 
ward. 

The rest of the Artiméans and their Quill and Warbler friends backed 
away from the battle, awestruck by the size of Pan and the beauty of the 
young dragons, and thrilled not to have to be fighting against them. 

They watched as the young dragons gently pushed the more-good-than- 
evil Warblerans and pirate slaves to the outskirts of the lawn, and corralled 
the more-evil-than-good pirates, herding them with their fiery bursts of 
breath toward the center of the lawn. 

Soon all of the remaining attackers were surrounded. 

Alex retreated for safety to the front steps of the mansion, with Simber, 
Florence, and Talon standing behind him. Together in silence they watched 
Pan demonstrate to her children once more how to decimate an enemy group 
in quick fashion. And soon there were no more pirates. 
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When the dragons had finished their lesson, they returned to the water to 
cool down and play, and Pan joined them there, praising them for their work 
in detecting the mostly good from the mostly bad. 

The remaining defenders let their weapons fall from their hands. Some of 
them wept. Others fell to their knees, overcome by the intensity of the battle, 
or the fact that they had made it through alive. None of them felt like 
cheering. 

They had overcome the enemy at last, but it came at a tremendous cost. 
Alex wasn’t sure how many Artiméans remained alive, but evidence of their 
struggle was strewn about the entire island. How many had they lost? The 
numbers seemed extraordinary. Clive. Liam. Mr. Appleblossom. And Alex 
spotted Bock the golden-homed deer lying on his side, dead too. Hundreds 
more, gone for the sake of Artimé. It was almost too much to bear. But the 
hospital ward, with ninety full beds, was buzzing with the news of the 
dragons. There was life in there. The bodies would heal. And Artimé was at 
peace at last. Was it worth it? 

Alex knew that was an impossible question. Would he have done better by 
surrendering and saving everyone’s life, but forcing them to become slaves 
to the pirates? In Alex’s mind, there was no choice—he’d done the right 
thing. And though he’d faltered, he’d always had people, creatures, and 
statues to back him up and set him on track again. 


Aaron came up to Alex in the crowd, a hint of a grin working at the corner 
of his mouth. “You made it through,” he said. 

Alex held his brother’s gaze and nodded. “Amazing. And you—you 
look . . . good, actually.” 

“Fast healer,” said Aaron. His tired eyes lit up, making Alex laugh. “I’m 
half-dead inside, though. I don’t care if it’s still daytime. I’m going straight 
to bed. Wake me up if you need anything.” 

“T will,” said Alex. 

Aaron went inside. 

While others filed into the mansion to collapse from exhaustion, Florence, 
Simber, and Alex remained outside looking at the destruction. 

“It’s over,” said Alex. “I can’t believe it.” 

“I hope we never see anything like this again,” said Florence. 

“Me too,” said Simber. “I’m rrready to rrretirrre.” 

Just then, there was a bit of commotion around the corner of the mansion 
behind them. Alarmed, they turned to look. Alex’s heart sank, fearing the 
worst—that someone had been hiding, lying in wait to attack. But then three 
figures rounded the corner, and a familiar voice pealed as they came closer. 
“What has happened here? Did we miss our chance to help you, Alex-san?” 

Alex, Florence, and Simber could barely contain their shock. 

“Ishibashi-san!” exclaimed Alex. “Is it really you? Ito-san and Sato-san!” 
He was caught speechless for a moment, and then found his voice. “How in 
the world did you get here? Did you build a boat?” 

Ishibashi shrugged and smiled his toothless smile, his eyes twinkling 
behind his cat-eye glasses. “I fixed the tube,” he said. 





A Little Help 


After their arrival, the scientists discovered they’d just missed Aaron and 


didn’t want to wake him. They’d wait until morning to surprise him. In the 
meantime they helped clean up the mansion and looked forward to retiring to 
their newly assigned rooms to enjoy the comforts of home: bubble baths, 
soft beds, and room service. It wasn’t too much of a hardship. 

Henry and Carina and the nurses continued to help the injured, who still 
streamed into the hospital ward. Simber, Talon, and the young dragons began 
to transport the dead pirates and Warblerans to some empty Warbler ships, 
piling them up high on the deck. Pan promised to give them a respectful 
burial at sea. 

The herbivorous dropbears from the Island of Legends returned in a mini 
stampede to their island and disappeared into the woods, and the hibagon 
and Vido the rooster returned home as well. Lhasa retired to her favorite spot 
on Karkinos to mourn the loss of Bock, who had died valiantly protecting a 
group of Warbler parents who were fighting for Artimé. No doubt Bock had 
wanted them to fulfill their wish of being reunited with their children again. 

The squirrelicorns transported the Artiméan dropbears and the little dog 
from the ships to the rock. The rock put them inside his mouth and delivered 


them to the jungle to be with Panther, with plans to return for the scorpion 
when Simber was finished collecting pirates. 

Alex rode on Spike to the pirate ship where Ol’ Tater was still stomping 
around and crushing things. Standing on Spike’s back and looking into the 
very happy mastodon’s eyes, Alex sang the song that put Ol’ Tater to sleep. 

Once OI’ Tater was in dreamland, Alex climbed aboard the ship. He 
pressed his hand against the mastodon’s side and closed his eyes, breathing 
deeply for a moment, ignoring the pain all over his body. With all the 
concentration he could muster, Alex focused on the giant empty space in the 
Museum of Large and whispered, “Transport.” 

Ol’ Tater vanished. 

Alex listened for a moment. “Do you hear any screaming, Spike?” he 
asked. 

“No I do not, the Alex,” said Spike. 

“Good. I think Ol’ Tater made it to the right place, then.” 

“I knew he would.” Spike was silent for a moment, perhaps in 
contemplation over the fate of a fellow magical creature. And then he said, 
“He was happy to stomp around and scare all the pirates away.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I definitely think he was finally happy. If there was any 
good in this battle, it was giving Ol’ Tater a ship and some pirates to stomp 
on for a couple of days.” He climbed down the side of the ship and dropped 
to Spike’s back, feeling like he just wanted to lie down and take a nap. But 
he stayed stoic, wanting to get as much taken care of as he could before 
nightfall. “Okay, Spike. Now we’ve got to get Captain Ahab and his head 
from our ship so Ms. Octavia can put him back together.” 

Spike traveled the short distance to the patchwork ship, weaving around 
the bevy of empty boats that floated untethered in the sea. 

Alex climbed aboard and looked around at the mess of a ship. It would 
take weeks to repair the damage inflicted by the pirates. But it was still 
floating safe and sound, thanks to Florence and Copper’s excellent work 
rebuilding it on the Island of Shipwrecks—not to mention the preserve spell 
that covered the exterior from stem to stern. 

“You did well, little ship,” Alex said, placing his hand on the mast. 
“Thank you for your excellent service through the years of battle.” 

Alex smiled at himself, a bit sheepish after talking to the ship like it was a 
person. But it had been his home for a good portion of the past few years, 
and it had served him and Artimé well. He thought back to the first time he’d 


seen the ship, whispering nonsensically in the Museum of Large. And he 
remembered all the journeys it had taken him on. The uncontrollable trip to 
the Island of Fire, then to the Island of Silence to rescue Samheed and Lani. 
The first eel attack that left Florence crashing through the deck and 
disappearing over the side, to rescuing Sky’s mother, Copper. The days of 
rest and mayhem on the Island of Legends. And then there was the violent 
trip down the waterfall and around the world; who could ever forget that? 
And the hurricane... 

Alex sighed. He was amazed by all that had taken place. Amazed by all he 
had accomplished since that day in the Commons of Quill when he had been 
sentenced to die. 

Little did Alex know back then that he’d see his brother again. Little did 
he know that life was just about to begin, and that it hadn’t ended for him, 
after all. Little did he know, on the bus to the Death Farm, that the blue-eyed 
girl connected to him by a rusty chain would become his fierce friend. That 
Samheed, whom Alex never liked in school, would become one of his 
closest confidants. And that Meghan, Alex’s best friend from early 
childhood, would die fighting for a land no one in Quill could have dreamed 
up... except for a man named Mr. Today. 

“Is everything okay, the Alex?” asked Spike. 

Alex pulled out of his reverie and looked over the edge. “It will be,” he 
said with a languid sigh. “Very soon it will be. Pll get Captain Ahab.” 

“Good, because something seems strange here.” 

“Something strange?” Alex almost laughed. “Do you really think so?” He 
looked around at the twenty-four foreign ships in the water, the Island of 
Legends sitting off the coast of Artimé, and six water dragons not far from 
that. Nah. Not strange at all. 

Spike circled the ship as Alex gathered up Captain Ahab’s body. Then 
Alex brought it to the side of the ship where Spike had settled and lowered it 
over the side, letting it drop gently into the shallow water that covered 
Spike’s broad back. The whale rose up slightly to ground it. 

“Something is not right,” Spike said. 

Alex frowned. “Something new, you mean?” 

“Yes.” 

Alex groaned. “Okay, let me grab the head and we’ll go figure it out.” 

“You should come right now,” said Spike. 


“Okay. One second.” Alex quickly went to get Captain Ahab’s head. He 
picked it up and tucked it under his arm, and then hurried back to the side of 
the ship. He tossed Captain Ahab’s head to Spike, who caught it gently with 
her tail so it wouldn’t break. 

But just as Alex reached for the rope to climb overboard onto Spike’s 
back, he heard the horribly familiar zing of swords being pulled from their 
scabbards. He froze for a split second. His heart raced, and without turning 
around, he lunged for the railing. A second later he was jerked back, choked 
by the robe around his neck. Somebody was pulling him. 

He stumbled and tried to yell as the unknown attacker grabbed him around 
the chest from behind and pinned his arms down. Soon Alex felt the cool 
edge of a sword sliding across his neck. Alex closed his eyes and swallowed 
reflexively, and then he was being turned around. 

His eyes flew open. In front of him on the right was Twitch, the pirate 
captain’s first mate. And on the left was another pirate, a woman he didn’t 
recognize. Standing directly in front of him was Queen Eagala herself. Alive 
and well. 

Alex’s heart sank. 

Eagala folded her hands around the hilt of her sword and held it in front of 
her, pointing upward, like a prized possession, guarded by her strange, long, 
curling fingernails that snaked through the air. 

Alex opened his mouth to tell Spike to go for help, but Eagala pressed her 
sword to his lips, silencing him. 

In her most sinister voice, she said, “Your creature had better stay still and 
silent, or Pl kill you right now.” It was loud enough for Spike to hear, and 
Spike didn’t move. 

Alex blinked. He didn’t dare speak with the blade against his mouth. All 
he could do now that he’d gotten over the shock of seeing Eagala was curse 
himself for not making sure she was dead. But how did she get from her ship 
to this one if she, like all Warblerans, couldn’t swim? 

Out of the corner of his eye, one of the tenders floated into view, and Alex 
had his answer. His stomach twisted. Maybe somebody on land would look 
this way. Was he visible to land? With his back turned to them, he wasn’t 
sure. Certainly Simber would notice if he was anywhere nearby. But who 
knew where Simber could be, collecting pirate bodies from all over Quill. 

Slowly Alex moved his left hand a fraction of an inch at a time, closer to 
the hilt of his sword. Eagala had apparently begun talking to him, as she was 


spitting in his face. Alex tuned in. 

“... my count, you have eighty-seven of my people on your island. You 
will have your creature bring them to me now—all of them, including your 
friends who caused me so much trouble. But the one I want the most is the 
child who shattered my raven curse. If you return them all, including that 
one, I may let you live.” 

Had Eagala seen the twins? Did she know who they were? Alex was 
furious, but he knew he couldn’t show it. There was no way he’d let Fifer 
anywhere near Eagala, or any of the Warblerans who had fought for Artimé. 
He’d never give them up. 

Eagala leaned forward, putting her face directly in front of his. Alex 
leaned back, but was immediately punished for it by First Mate Twitch, who 
stuck the point of his sword into Alex’s neck and flicked it away, leaving a 
cut. Eagala’s sword slid across Alex’s lips and left blood trickling from the 
bottom one. Sweat mingled with the cuts and stung him. He couldn’t speak. 
He couldn’t move. His hand was still inches away from his sword. 

After a long moment of Queen Eagala staring into Alex’s eyes and Alex 
trying not to flinch, she finally pulled her sword away from his face. Slowly 
and deliberately she withdrew a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped the 
blade clean of his blood. “Tell your creature to fetch my people.” 

Alex could barely breathe. He closed his eyes, and when Twitch returned 
his sword’s blade to Alex’s neck and pressed down, Alex lifted his chin. 
“Spike,” he said. 

“Yes, the Alex?” said Spike. 

Alex swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing over Twitch’s blade. His mind 
whirred. “Did you hear what the queen said?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m in some pretty big trouble here,” said Alex, his voice quivering, “so 
let’s do what we need to do to get me out of it, then.” 

“Are you sure you want that, the Alex?” asked Spike. 

“I’m sure,” Alex said, trying to sound very unsure. 

Spike hesitated. “All right. I will go... right... now.” 

Alex’s eyes widened at the way Spike responded. He held deathly still as 
Spike shot away from the ship, and then, after a moment of suspended 
silence, something slammed hard against the hull, and Alex’s world began 
shaking and rocking uncontrollably. The sword pierced Alex’s neck a second 
time before the pirates lost their balance and their grip on him. 


Alex pulled from their grasp. He shoved the female pirate into Queen 
Eagala, sending them both sprawling and tangling in a pile of ropes, and he 
unsheathed his sword, lifting it up and swinging wildly. He caught Twitch 
off balance as the ship rolled and bounced, and flipped the pirate to the deck. 
Twitch kicked Alex’s sword into the air and got back up, but the ship lurched 
again, throwing them both down. Alex’s sword clattered nearby, and Twitch 
kicked it away again, out of reach. 

Alex had no time to search for a component. He slammed his fist into 
Twitch’s face as the other pirate returned, slicing Alex across the shoulder, 
just missing his neck thanks to the rocking boat. Alex lit into her and 
knocked her sword overboard as Eagala came running at him. Alex 
sidestepped her and grabbed for her sword, wresting it from her and ripping 
off two of her fingernails in the process, making her scream out in pain. 

Alex threw the disgusting fingernails to the deck and ran at Twitch, who 
was struggling to get to his feet. Alex didn’t flinch. He stabbed the sword 
into Twitch’s stomach and ran him through. Twitch wavered on his knees, 
then clattered to the deck. Alex tugged at the sword, trying to pull it out, but 
it was stuck fast. He whirled about, looking frantically for his own sword, 
and dodged the other pirate, who was running at him. He shoved her into 
Queen Eagala again, and when she came rebounding back, he grabbed the 
pirate by the jacket and ran her to the railing, her fingers digging at his eyes 
and throat. With all his might he lifted her up and threw her over the side of 
the ship into the water. 

Queen Eagala regained her footing and grabbed Alex’s sword from the 
deck. When Alex turned to fight her, she slammed the sword down hard on 
Alex’s already injured left shoulder. The pain sparked and burned through 
Alex, and he cried out as his left arm flopped uselessly to his side. He kicked 
Queen Eagala’s hands with all his might, sending the sword flying into the 
air. 

“Jump now, the Alex!” cried Spike. 

“She’s not dead yet!” Alex screamed. He couldn’t feel his left arm. He 
dove for the sword, retrieved it with his right hand and swung, hitting Queen 
Eagala awkwardly, just hard enough to throw her off balance. 

“Jump now, the Alex!” said Spike again, more insistent this time. 

Alex frowned and tried gripping the sword with both hands for a final 
swing, but his left arm wasn’t working at all. He couldn’t hold it. 

“JUMP NOW, THE ALEX!” shouted Spike. 


Alex stopped questioning Spike. He threw the sword in Eagala’s face and 
kicked her in the stomach, giving himself enough time to dive blindly over 
the side of the ship. He sucked in a breath, landed in the water, and sank 
down, all the while hoping that Simber was on his way to finish the job. 

With his good arm, he pulled himself to the surface, and soon Spike was 
pushing him up and sliding him onto her back. When Alex broke the surface, 
he opened his eyes and twisted around to see Eagala cackling madly above 
him. It was all he could do to stare in horrified silence. 

And that’s when he heard it. 

And that’s when he saw it. 

The pirate ship was whispering. It began tugging against the anchor. 

Alex’s eyes widened. The ship was whispering. Alex knew the story 
behind that now—it only whispered when someone on board had died, and 
then it automatically headed home to the Island of Fire. To the volcano 
island that randomly spewed fire, then plunged under the surface of the 
ocean, dragging everything nearby it into its watery, cavernous mouth. 

“It says it wants to go home now,” said Spike, who could understand all 
languages, apparently even the language of ships. 

“T know!” said Alex. “Oh, Spike, this is perfect! Can you break the anchor 
chain?” 

“Yes, I can,” said Spike. She swam over to it, slid the point of her faux 
diamond-encrusted spike into a link, and began sawing back and forth. After 
a moment the chain snapped. The ship lurched and began heading in the 
direction of the pirate island. 

“There it goes,” said Alex, gripping his useless arm, almost mad with joy. 

On board, Queen Eagala’s laughter died in her throat. “What’s 
happening?” she cried out. “Where is this ship taking me? Who’s driving 
this thing?” She ran over to the ship’s wheel and tried to steer, but that didn’t 
affect its direction. The ship had a mission that it had to complete, and it 
wouldn’t change course for anything—Alex and all of Artimé knew that 
well enough. 

As the ship grew smaller, Alex watched with giddy satisfaction. He wasn’t 
worried about her jumping overboard. She couldn’t swim. She’d ride that 
ship all the way down into the volcano, and then be covered by tons and tons 
of water. “Good-bye, Queen Eagala,” he said, holding his lifeless arm closer 
to him, trying to ignore the increasing pain in his shoulder. “Not gonna miss 
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you. 


After a moment the giant squid surfaced next to Spike. 

Spike spoke to it in a strange language, and then the squid disappeared. 

“What was that about?” asked Alex. “And how did you get the ship to 
rock so much? Did you do that all by yourself?” 

“No,” said Spike. “I called to the squid underwater so nobody would hear, 
and she came to help me.” 

“That was so smart of you,” Alex said. He grimaced with pain, and 
readjusted his body to take the pressure off his arm. “And did you know I 
didn’t really want you to go get the Warbler people?” 

“Oh yes,” said Spike. “I am intuitive. And you have taught me your 
different voices. The voice you used was not your voice of truth.” 

Alex smiled and shook his head, amazed by the creature he’d created. 
“And where did the squid go now?” 

“He is giving Queen Eagala a little push to help her along and to make 
sure she arrives at her destination. The squid knows all about the workings 
of the volcano after being trapped in the aquarium for so long.” 

Alex marveled once more. “Thank you, Spike. You never stop amazing 
me.” 

“You are welcome, the Alex. I am just doing the job you gave me.” 

“Well, I have one more job for you,” said Alex wearily. 

“Taking you home,” said Spike. 

Alex’s voice grew faint. “Yes, please.” 





So Much to Do 


When Spike dropped Alex off in Artimé, the mage gathered up his 


strength and stumbled ashore. He stopped and looked at the island. It was a 
disaster. The mansion was in ruins. The lawn was a mess with very little 
grass left, and all of Henry’s greenhouse plants were destroyed. The fountain 
was dismantled and water sprayed everywhere. And Issie the sea monster 
roamed the land, calling out in her strange, forlorn voice. 

Pan floated in the water next to the Island of Legends with her children, 
all coiled up, teaching them to use their tails to fish as dusk gathered around 
them. Alex lifted his good hand to the great dragon in thanks for her help. 
The dragons had saved them. 

Pan nodded and looked at Issie. “She continues to look for her child,” she 
said. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “She sounds terribly sad.” 

“Perhaps one day someone will find her.” 

“I hope so,” said Alex. 


“May we stay here for a while?” asked Pan. “I’d like the children to 
practice their fishing and flying and get to know the people of Artimé and 
Karkinos as friends, so they don’t forget you.” 

“Of course! But won’t we always be friends?” asked Alex. 

Pan frowned and didn’t answer. 

“Sorry,” said Alex. He cringed and shifted his arm. “We’ll be grateful for 
the peace of mind your added protection will bring us. Stay as long as you 
like if you feel the waters are safe.” 

Pan glanced at Issie again. “My children will be moving on soon,” she 
said, a hint of sadness in her voice. 

Alex had no idea what that meant—moving on. But he knew better than to 
ask. He began feeling faint from the pain. “You’re welcome here anytime,” 
Alex said. “If you get lonely . . . or whatever. Maybe we can convince 
Karkinos to stay nearby so you can check on Talon and the sea creatures 
more easily. And,” he added, “don’t forget my promise about making new 
wings for your children when they grow too large for these.” 

Pan bowed her regal head. “Thank you. I will not forget.” She turned back 
to her children as Arabis caught a fish. She looked at it in surprise, then 
joyfully gulped it down. Pan stroked the young dragon’s back with the tip of 
her tail. 

Alex braced himself against the mansion’s doorway as a wave of pain 
washed through him, and then he walked heavily inside, where those who 
could move about were rapidly cleaning and repairing. He could hear 
Florence and Simber up in the not secret hallway, having an argument about 
how to fix Alex’s wall. 

Sky saw Alex on her way out of the hospital ward and hobbled over. 
“Your clothes are soaking wet. Did you go for a swim?” she asked. 

Alex looked at her and laughed weakly. “Yeah. Something like that.” He 
didn’t want to talk about Eagala right now. He didn’t want to talk about 
anything. He slipped his good arm around Sky and kissed her full on the 
mouth. And then he pulled back and stroked her dirty cheek, and looked into 
her bloodshot orange eyes, and pulled a twig out of her hair and threw it 
outside through the broken window. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he 
whispered. “I love you.” 

Sky frowned at his swollen bottom lip. “You’d better have that cut looked 
at. And this slash on your shoulder—you’re bleeding pretty badly, and your 
arm is swelling up like a balloon. It looks serious.” 


Alex sighed. “I know.” He started toward the hospital ward. 

“Hey,” Sky said, grabbing his wrist. 

Alex winced and turned, his eyesight dimming. “Yeah?” he asked. Sky’s 
face swam in front of him. 

Sky smiled. “I love you, too.” 

They kissed again. And then everything went black and Alex slumped to 
the floor. 


Facing the Truth 


When Alex awoke a short time later, he couldn’t focus on the face above 


him. Everything was fuzzy. He closed his eyes and groaned, and then opened 
them and tried again. 

“Who’s there? Henry?” he whispered. His mouth was parched, and it 
tasted like stale seawater. 

“Hey,” said Henry. “How do you feel?” 

Alex concentrated on the question. He wasn’t sure how he felt. After a 
while he remembered he hadn’t answered yet. “Not great,” he said. 

“The medicine will be working soon,” Henry promised. 

Alex closed his eyes again and fell into a black cavern of sleep. 

The next time he opened his eyes, Henry’s face was easier to recognize. 
Sky was there too, looking terribly concerned. 

Alex tried to sit up, but his left shoulder was heavily bandaged, and his 
arm wouldn’t move. 

Henry stopped him from trying. “Just stay still for a bit. How do you feel 
now?” 

Alex blinked. “I feel okay,” he said, sinking back into the pillows. 
“Better.” 

“Good,” said Henry. A shadow crossed his face, and he glanced at Sky, 
then back at Alex. “I have some bad news.” 

Alex stared, still a bit dazed. “What is it?” 

“Your shoulder was injured badly. Severely.” Henry spoke in a soft, firm 
voice. “We were able to patch you up and stop the bleeding, but I’m 


afraid...” Henry swallowed hard and continued. “I’m afraid you won’t be 
able to use that arm or hand anymore. I’m sorry, Alex.” 

Alex let the words sink in. He shook his head slightly, trying to 
comprehend. “You mean just for a while, right? Until it heals?” 

Henry pressed his lips together. “I mean forever. It’s damaged beyond 
repair.” 

A breath escaped Alex’s lungs as his whole body went numb. “Forever?” 

Henry nodded. “I’m so sorry.” 

Sky put her hand on Alex’s good arm and massaged it, her face awash 
with emotion. 

Alex hardly noticed. He stared at Henry in disbelief. And then, a little at a 
time, he began to realize the devastating consequences of the prognosis. 

“But... ,” he whispered, “that’s my drawing hand. My spell-casting 
hand.” 

“There’s a chance you might regain a tiny bit of movement once the 
swelling goes down,” said Henry, “but it won’t be much.” 

Alex was quiet for a moment. “I do everything with this arm. It’s. . . 
it’s .. . Don’t you see? It’s what this arm can do that makes me the person I 
am! How can this be happening?” He struggled to move it, trying to prove 
Henry wrong. But as much as he could feel himself putting forth the effort, 
his arm wouldn’t budge, not even a tiny bit. Not even a tremor. 

“You’re wrong, Alex,” said Sky. ‘Your arm doesn’t define you. This 
doesn’t change who you are.” 

Alex closed his eyes. He didn’t have the strength to argue. Sky had no 
idea what this meant to him. What if he could never draw or paint again? 
How could he ever fight again? His lashes grew thick, and silent tears 
escaped. After a minute, he asked, “Does Aaron know?” 

“Not yet,” said Sky. 

Alex opened his eyes. “Where is he?” 

“He’s still sleeping—it’s not midnight yet. PI wake him up if you want.” 

“No,” said Alex. “Send a note to his blackboard. That way he’ll see it 
when he wakes up.” He turned his head listlessly. “Tell him everything .. . 
that way I don’t have to.” 

Sky glanced at Henry, and they both stood up. “Of course,” said Sky, 
leaning over and kissing a tear on his cheek. “Pl do it now.” 

“Thanks.” He squeezed her hand. “Get some sleep.” Alex closed his eyes 
again, dismissing them. He needed to be alone to absorb the news. Without 


waiting for sleep, he dove headfirst into his worst nightmare. 

He’d never considered how much he depended on his left arm. And now 
he couldn’t help but think he’d lost a giant piece of his identity. His 
creativity, once unlimited, was practically shut down. He thought of the 3-D 
drawing of the young dragon that had popped up out of his notebook, and 
realized he’d never be able to do anything like that again. It tore him up 
inside. 

He thought about spell casting. With his left hand, he was a near- 
guaranteed shot. Sure, he could cast spells with his right hand in a pinch, but 
he could never count on them to be perfectly accurate. And he’d never tried 
drawing with his right hand. Alex pictured himself in the future, once the 
bandages were gone. He’d wander about the mansion feeling useless, unable 
to work on his art. Not even able to create precise spell components with 
only one hand to shape them. If Artimé was ever attacked again, he’d have 
to opt out of fighting and sentence himself to spending the duration of the 
war in the lounge. It sounded horrible. His stomach churned thinking about 
it. Everything had become utterly foreign in an instant. 

He thought of Sky, and how he’d never be able to wrap both arms around 
her again, and a sob welled up in his throat. People would have to help him 
do everything. He wouldn’t even be able to put his own mage robe on by 
himself. He swallowed hard and opened his eyes, staring at the ceiling. What 
kind of head mage would he be if he couldn’t even fasten his own robe? 

Turning his head to look at his bandaged shoulder, his limp arm, his 
lifeless fingers that wouldn’t move no matter how hard he strained, he 
thought about Artimé and his beloved people, and what it was that they 
needed most. 

He knew the answer without having to think at all. 
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Sometime after midnight, Aaron awoke to the message. Quickly he dressed 
and went down to the hospital ward, and found his brother awake. He sat 
down beside Alex’s bed. “I heard what happened,” he said quietly. “Are you 
okay?” 

“Not really,” said Alex. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Alex couldn’t answer. 


They sat together in silence for a while, and then Aaron pulled the rolled- 
up robe from inside his vest. He looked at it for a long moment, then held it 
out to Alex. “Maybe this will cheer you up,” he said, ignoring the pang in his 
chest. “Me handing this back to you means you’re alive. That was the goal, 
wasn’t it? You defied the odds.” He smiled gently. “P Il bring the Triad spells 
book to you in a bit. Or I can put it on your desk if that would be easier for 
you.” 

Alex looked at his brother and didn’t take the robe. He shook his head. 
“No,” he said. “You’re it.” 

Aaron frowned. “I’m... what?” 

“You’re the mage of Artimé. And you’re staying that way. I need you to 
keep the robe. I. . .” Alex’s voice faltered. “I can’t be what Artimé needs me 
to be anymore.” 

Aaron stared, shocked by the resolution in his brother’s voice. His eyes 
widened. “That’s ridiculous.” He shook the robe at his brother halfheartedly. 

“No,” said Alex. “I mean it.” 

A forbidden thrill passed through Aaron, and he immediately tried to 
stamp it out. He’d made his peace with this. He knew he should object. He 
knew he should reason with Alex. He knew it wasn’t right. But the tiny thrill 
wouldn’t die. Instead, it grew. 

Aaron’s grip slowly tightened around the robe. His hands began to sweat, 
and his pulse pounded in his eardrums. He stared at Alex, feeling his body 
sort of hovering outside itself for a moment, as if he were split in two pieces 
—inside and out. He watched his own hand slowly withdraw, still clutching 
the robe, and he heard his own voice say almost breathlessly, “Are you 
sure?” The silky fabric sizzled and sang luxuriously beneath his fingertips. 

“Tm sure,” said Alex dully. “TIl make the announcement in the morning.” 
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The Longest Night 


A\tex refused to stay in bed once Aaron had gone back to his room. He had 


too much on his mind to sleep. The magical medicine had worked quickly 
and done its job to take away the pain, leaving only his bandaged left arm 
hanging numb and useless at his side. Henry reluctantly agreed to let Alex 
get up, and fashioned a sling for him. Soon Alex was moving gingerly 
around the mansion, trying to get a grip on his thoughts. 

Outside, the friendly dragons were protecting the island overnight, but 
there was little to worry about now. No enemies remained. The atmosphere 
throughout the sleepy mansion felt lighter somehow because of it, and 
Artimé’s residents benefitted greatly from it as they enjoyed their first 
delightfully deep sleep in several days. 

By now, all of the Warbler parents had reunited with their children and 
were only in need of rooms of their own to sleep in. As Mr. Today had often 
said, there was plenty of room for all who wished to be in Artimé—all Alex 
had to do was extend the hallways a bit. 

He managed that much right-handed, for it was mostly a verbal spell. He 
wasn’t entirely useless, which gave him a bit of comfort. But it wasn’t much. 

He taught the Warbleran parents how to access their new rooms, and he 
promised to take off their thornaments as soon as he was able so they could 
experience true freedom from Eagala’s reign, like their children had. But 
first he had to work up the courage to try it with his right hand. Secretly he 


hoped Claire would heal quickly so he could ask her to do it instead. He 
didn’t trust himself to be steady with it. 

As Alex prowled the hallways, he ran across Florence, Talon, Simber, Ms. 
Octavia, and Fox and Kitten working through the night to clean up the glass 
and repair all the windows. It was quite amazing what Ms. Octavia and 
Florence could do magically to make things feel like home again. Kitten 
wasn’t much help at all, but she played her tiny triangle and sang a little 
song for entertainment, which amused at least one of the others. 

After surveying the damage to the mage’s living quarters, Alex knew no 
one would be sleeping in there for a few days. Clive’s remains had been 
removed, but the apartment was still a mess. Alex packed up a few 
necessities and made his way to his old room in the boys’ hallway, where 
he’d soon be living permanently. 

Alex cleaned himself up the best he could in his old room, but he didn’t 
stay. It was too quiet in there, which only reminded him that Clive was gone. 
He didn’t want think about how empty his life would be now without Clive. 
Without his art. Without his job as head mage. Instead he returned to the 
hospital ward, where he felt less alone among the disfigured. 

Seeing that Henry was running on fumes, Alex worked alongside him and 
the nurses until all the injured were stable. 

When everyone was quiet in the hospital ward, Henry finally sent the 
nurses to bed, and at Alex’s urging, he sat down to rest in a chair between 
some of the most critically injured—Claire Morning, whose head was 
wrapped in bandages, and Thatcher, whose face Henry had stitched up, but 
who had lost a lot of blood and hadn’t woken up yet. 

Alex kept busy, awkwardly rolling bandages and refilling medicine 
bottles, watching Henry as he did so. The young healer didn’t take his eyes 
off Thatcher’s face until slowly his lids drooped and closed, and he slept. 

Lani was across the room. Surprisingly, after having taken that 
spectacularly awful hit in the back from a pirate, she was awake, but 
completely unable to walk and had no feeling in her legs. No one knew how 
long that would last, or if she would ever get better. As with Alex’s arm, 
Henry didn’t have medicine that could fix that. 

Alex and Lani exchanged heartbreaking looks from afar, but neither could 
stand to talk about their fates—not yet. So Alex stayed a safe distance way. 
Samheed slept in a chair on one side of her bed, holding her hand, and her 


father slept on the other. Henry and Carina had done all they could for her. 
Now they had to wait and see if she healed. 

Eventually Alex found comfort in going quietly from bed to bed, assisting 
those who stirred and perhaps needed a sip of water or an encouraging word. 
Alex wasn’t the only one facing difficulties—that was obvious. They’d 
struggle together. 


DD « « 


And then there was Aaron, the only one left still fighting a war. After his 
visit with Alex he’d returned to his room, but was unable to get back to sleep 
because of the battle raging in his head. First he sat and thought. Then he 
paced inside his room. When his blackboard got too nosy and started asking 
questions, he left and began to roam the quiet mansion instead. 

He kept the robe hidden away inside his vest, but touched it now and then, 
alternately planning out his reign and then cursing himself for doing so, until 
he nearly drove himself mad. 

“Tt’s what Alex wants!” Aaron found himself saying in the now empty 
lounge. He sat on a barstool in the darkness, the very stool that Will Blair 
had once sat upon, though of course Aaron didn’t know that. The only light 
in the lounge was a bluish glow coming from Earl the blackboard, who was 
asleep. 

Aaron pulled the robe from his vest and looked at it, then he pressed it to 
his face and breathed in. The fabric was still silky and soft against his skin, 
but it smelled like sweat from being trapped inside his vest for days. Aaron 
shoved it back in place with a frustrated groan that woke Earl. 

“What’s your problem?” asked Earl, a bit grumpily. “Lounge is closed for 
the night.” 

“Sorry,” said Aaron. He fled to the tubes and went to the mansion 
entryway, where a glance out the shiny new windows gave proof of the sun 
rising on a new day. Artimé began to stir. 

Aaron turned to look into the hospital ward, expecting to see Alex asleep 
in his bed, but instead found him up and about, doing what he could to help 
the people of Artimé. 

Aaron watched them for a long time—the way the injured people’s faces 
lit up when Alex came by their beds. The way he comforted them and 
soothed their fears. The way they responded to him and worried over his 
injury as if... as if they were all family. 


Aaron slipped his hand inside his vest and his face cracked in pain. 
Something inside him fussed and roiled and wouldn’t settle. 

“Good morning, Aaron-san,” said a soft voice from the stairs. 

Pain spiked inside his chest as Aaron whirled around. “Ishibashi-san,” he 
said, incredulous. “You’re here!” 

“T fixed the tube,” said Ishibashi with a grin. 

“I can’t believe it,” said Aaron. He tried to smile, but his face was strained 
and his lips trembled. He jerked his fingers away from his vest and shoved 
his hands in his pants pockets, his heart engulfed in warring emotions. “I’m 
really glad to see you.” His voice was thin. 

Ishibashi came toward Aaron. He squinted, searching the young man’s 
face. “Something is troubling you,” the scientist said. 

Aaron’s vision blurred. He couldn’t deny it. He turned his gaze away. 

Ishibashi tilted his head an inch, studying Aaron. His eyes were filled with 
compassion as he seemed to read Aaron’s expression. After a moment he 
said quietly, “Your applecorn is exploding.” 

Aaron stared at him. And then he broke down and launched himself into 
Ishibashi’s arms. 





A Grand Reunion 


Aitei a while, Ito and Sato joined Ishibashi and Aaron, and word of the 


scientists’ arrival began to spread. Kaylee came running when she heard the 
news, for she had often thought of the men since her short visit to their 
island. They were glad to find Kaylee alive and well and in such good 
company. 

The five of them spent a good part of the morning at the kitchen bar, 
eating breakfast and drinking tea that Aaron made for them—real tea this 
time. Aaron and Kaylee filled the scientists in on everything that had 
happened since they last saw them, from Kaylee’s extended stay on the 
Island of Graves, to the battle and win over Gondoleery, to Aaron 
constructing dragon wings. 

And then it was Aaron’s turn to ask Ishibashi a question. “I worked so 
hard trying to get that tube to work, and I couldn’t figure it out. How in the 
world did you manage to fix it?” 

Ishibashi smiled. “You had it mostly fixed. All it needed was a spring.” 
Which was entirely true, though Ishibashi decided not to mention that it was 


he who had the missing spring all along. 

Kaylee leaned forward. “And how did you get from the tube in the 
kitchenette into the rest of the mansion? Could you see the balcony from the 
hallway? I’ve only ever seen a wall there. If you could see the balcony, you 
must be very magical.” 

Ishibashi translated the question to Ito and Sato, and all three men had a 
hearty belly laugh. Ishibashi turned back to Kaylee to answer. “We did not 
see the balcony. But we did see a large hole in the wall of a bedroom, so we 
climbed down that way.” 

Kaylee and Aaron laughed. “Well, don’t worry if they patch that hole up,” 
said Kaylee. “There’s another way in through a 3-D door that I’ll show you 
later.” 

Aaron grew somber. “We haven’t found a way back to your original 
world, though,” he said, and then he looked down. “I hope you don’t mind 
that I know the truth. Kaylee figured out where we are. It’s called the 
Dragon’s Triangle.” 

Kaylee nodded, a sad look in her eyes. 

Ishibashi pressed his lips together and then spoke to his friends for a 
moment. “It is as we suspected all these many years,” he said after he told 
Ito and Sato. “But now that we are no longer stranded by the hurricane, we 
have renewed hope that we may be able to find a way out. Perhaps we could 
borrow one of your many extra ships? Ito, Sato, and I would like to take a 
journey and see what we can find to the north and south.” 

Aaron looked up. “And me. Right?” 

Ishibashi’s eyes burned into Aaron’s. “Do you wish to abandon this 
island?” 

Aaron held his gaze. After a moment he nodded. “I do.” 

Ishibashi smiled and patted Aaron’s arm. 

Sato said something to Ishibashi. Ishibashi laughed and translated for him. 
“Sato wants to know why you would want to leave now that you have 
found .. . a friend?” He smiled, indicating Kaylee, and Aaron could feel his 
face heat up. 

“T want to go with you,” Kaylee declared. “Even if Aaron doesn’t. I want 
to find a way home too, if there is one. Will you take me, Ishi? Please? I’m 
an excellent sailor. Well, I mean, obviously I ended up here, but. . .” 

“We ended up here too,” Ishibashi reminded her. “The storms are 
insurmountable in the Dragon’s Triangle. It is nothing to feel shame for.” He 


turned to speak to Ito and Sato, and the men nodded emphatically. Turning 
back to Kaylee, he said, “We would be honored to have your expertise on 
board our ship. I am sure you will bring us luck.” 

Kaylee pumped her fist. “Yes!” she said. And then she realized Aaron was 
quiet. She looked at him. “Is that okay with you? I mean, I don’t want to 
intrude. I know you have a special relationship with the scientists, and I 
know how much you like to be quiet and alone and—” 

“T think it would be okay,” said Aaron, feeling suddenly bold. The turmoil 
in his mind about being the head mage had turned to turmoil of the heart 
over the proposition of Kaylee being around indefinitely. He definitely 
preferred this kind. “It might even be nice.” 

Kaylee raised an eyebrow. “Dude,” she said. “You have no idea just how, 
ahem, nice, it’s going to be. Ishi,” she said, looking up, “we have a lot of 
work to do with this one. Good thing you’re patient.” 

Aaron frowned. “What are you trying to say?” But then he thought he 
knew, and he couldn’t help the silly grin that crossed his face. He leaned to 
the side and made another bold move, lightly bumping shoulders with 
Kaylee. 

Kaylee looked sidelong at him. “What did you just do there? Are you 
flirting with me?” 

Aaron looked back, suddenly suspicious. “What does that mean?” 

Ishibashi laughed loudly and shook his finger at the teenagers. “This is 
going to be a very interesting trip,” he said. 





Proper Paths 


While Aaron was catching up with the scientists, Alex abandoned all 


intentions of rest in favor of savoring his last moments acting as head mage 
to his people. 

It was a decent run, he thought. He’d been a good mage, for the most part. 
He was happy with his time as their leader, once he’d found his footing, at 
least. But now they needed someone who could actually fight in a battle. 
Someone who wouldn’t struggle to cast spells. Someone whose creativity 
hadn’t been yanked away for good. 

Yes, Aaron was the right mage for the job. And his immortality made him 
the perfect leader for the magical world. With Aaron in place, the island of 
Quill and Artimé might never have to see another transition of leadership 
again. There was some relief in that kind of stability. 

Once Alex had visited with all the patients, he kept working to keep his 
mind occupied, scrubbing and cleaning until his good arm felt like rubber. 
Finally Simber ordered him to take a break and get something to eat. 
Wearily, Alex decided to listen for once. 
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Aaron’s party eventually broke up to help clean up the lawn. But Aaron had 
one thing he needed to do first. Tired, but feeling much relieved, he ran up to 
his room, then went in search of Alex. He found him in the dining room, 
slumped over a table in the corner away from everyone else, fast asleep. 
Next to him were the remains of what looked to be a hastily eaten meal. The 
room was filling up with people eating breakfast, but they were 
uncharacteristically quiet out of respect for their exhausted mage. 

That expression of respect didn’t go unnoticed by Aaron. He gave a sad, 
crooked smile at the sight of Alex’s limp arm in the sling. His heart broke for 
his brother and the difficulties he would face learning to work with his new 
set of circumstances. But Alex was the most creative person Aaron knew. 
He’d figure it out in time. 

Aaron sat down across the table from Alex, hesitating to wake his 
identical twin. “Identical,” he murmured ruefully. “Not so much anymore.” 
With Aaron’s permanently scarred forehead and Alex’s useless arm, it was 
easy to tell the two boys apart now. 

“Alex,” Aaron whispered. 

Alex didn’t move. 

“Alex,” Aaron said, a little louder. 

Alex’s head popped up and his eyes shot open. “What? What happened?” 

“Nothing happened,” said Aaron. “Take it easy.” 

Alex blinked a few times, took a deep breath, and relaxed. He looked 
down at his arm, and his face fell as he remembered. “Oh,” he said. 

“Does it hurt?” asked Aaron. 

“Not anymore. It’s . . . it’ll be fine.” He looked at Aaron. “I think we 
should do the announcement this morning, don’t you? I really just... ,” he 
sighed. “I want to get it over with, to be honest. I’m going to tell Simber 
first, of course, and some of the others—” 

“Alex,” said Aaron. He reached across the table to his brother. “Listen. 
About that—I have to tell you something.” 

Alex looked up. “What?” 

Aaron glanced over his shoulder to make sure nobody was watching or 
listening too closely, then reached into his vest and pulled out the robe and 
the Triad spells book. He put them firmly in front of Alex and sat back. 
Without faltering, he said, “I don’t want to be head mage.” 

“What?” Alex’s face fell. “Aaron, why would you say that? You’re perfect 
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“No, Pm not. I’m not perfect for it. I would be bad at it, actually. It’s a 
terrible idea. And it’s just . . . it’s not something I should do. For my own 
personal reasons. So I declare—” 

“Stop!” said Alex, alarmed. “What are you talking about? Who am I 
supposed to appoint, if not you?” 

An incredulous look crossed Aaron’s face. “No one,” he said. “You are the 
clear leader of this island, Alex, and the head mage of Artimé.” 

“But I can’t do anything anymore!” Tears sprang to Alex’s tired eyes, and 
he appeared even more frustrated by their unexpected presence. He leaned 
forward and lowered his voice. “I’m not fit for this job. Artimé needs 
someone with incredible magical abilities and strong leadership experience. 
With my arm like this, I’ll never . . .” He faltered, then sniffed and forged 
ahead. “Pll never be what I was. And even then, I’m not as good as you. 
That’s what makes you so perfect. Don’t you see?” 

Aaron’s face softened. His heart ached for his brother. But he also knew 
the truth. “The people of Artimé would never follow me,” he said softly. 
“Nor should they. Being the head mage, the leader of a place like this—it’s 
an all-encompassing job that takes way more than just some dumb luck with 
magic like I’ve had in order to succeed. It takes the kind of person who can 
lead people unselfishly, with goodness and love and the best intentions for 
them. The kind of person who cares deeply about them, no matter if he’s in 
the depths of personal misery, or at the height of mutual harmony and 
peace.” 

Aaron leaned forward. “And that person is you, Alex. I’ve been watching 
you for years—seeing how your people respect you. How they’d do anything 
for you. They’ll fight anyone you ask them to fight, and they’ll work 
tirelessly together to build a stronghold of a nation just to hear one word of 
praise from you, and that word stays with them for a lifetime.” 

Aaron gripped Alex’s wrist and spoke with his heart wide open for 
perhaps the first time, but certainly not the last. “I used to be jealous of your 
relationship with your people. But now I’m just proud to be your brother. 
And that’s all I want to be when it comes to this island. You could lose all 
your limbs, Alex, and you would still hold more esteem and authority with 
the Artiméans than anyone else here, because you’ve built it. Don’t you see 
that you’d only hurt them by stepping down, after all they’ve done for you? 
Do you want to give up like this, right in front of them? And try to explain 


that you, Alexander Stowe, can’t overcome this setback after that impossible 
victory you just managed to pull off?” 

Alex’s jaw slacked. He wet his lips and closed his mouth, then swallowed 
hard and looked down at Aaron’s hand on his arm. After a moment he turned 
his gaze to the robe and the book in front of him. 

His brother was right. What kind of example would Alex be if he stepped 
down now? His people had lost friends and family and had suffered just as 
many injuries as Alex and his friends had, but they weren’t giving up. They 
were stronger than ever in their loyalty—to him and to Artimé. And now 
they were finally at peace. 

“You deserve to lead in a time of peace, Alex,” said Aaron, as if he could 
read Alex’s mind. “You have to at least try.” 

Alex’s eyes remained on the robe and book. Slowly he nodded. “You’re 
right,” he said softly. 

Aaron smiled. “I declare,” he began again, and this time Alex didn’t stop 
him, “that Alexander Stowe is now the head mage of Artimé.” 

Alex slid his hand out from under Aaron’s grasp and picked up the robe 
and book. After a moment he looked up at his brother, whose expression was 
sober but whose eyes were bright. Alex pressed his lips together, then held 
the items to his chest and closed his eyes. He took in a solid breath and let it 
out slowly, then opened his eyes. “Thank you,” he said. 


The End of the End 


The scientists decided to go home for a while before embarking on their 


great adventure, though they didn’t know which tube button to push to get 
there. Alex explained that there was no book in the Museum of Large that 
addressed the subject, not that he’d ever found anyway, but clearly he hadn’t 
made it through all of them yet. He warned the men to be very careful, 
though, for no one knew where most of the buttons went—if anywhere. 

Aaron and Kaylee puzzled over it with the scientists for a while, and then 
Ito said something to the others and pointed at the blue button. 

Ishibashi looked at Aaron. “Ito thinks it’s this blue one because the button 
in our tube on the island is also blue.” 

“That makes sense,” said Aaron. He thought about the other remote tubes 
he’d been in. The button in the jungle’s tube was white, but there were no 
white buttons in the kitchenette tube—they were the colors of the spectrum. 
Aaron frowned. Pushing all the buttons at once would be akin to mixing all 
the colors of the spectrum, and doing that most certainly would result in 
white—Aaron had learned that much about color and light in his short time 
in Artimé. So perhaps there was something to the color matching. 

Aaron tried to remember what color the button had been in the tube in 
Haluki’s closet, but it had always been so dark in there that he’d never 
noticed it. Was it red, like the first button in the kitchenette’s tube? He had 
no idea. And that tube had been destroyed by fire, so there was no way to 
check. 


Ito spoke again, and Ishibashi translated. “Ito says he’s willing to risk it.” 
He grinned, and he and Sato stepped aside to let Ito get into the tube. Ito 
smiled brightly and waved, and then pushed the blue button. He disappeared. 

Kaylee looked at the others. “Aren’t you nervous for him?” she asked, 
incredulous. 

“Nah,” said Ishibashi. “He’s one hundred and eleven years old. Good time 
to die.” He and Sato began laughing uproariously. Aaron joined in, as if he 
were in on some sort of joke. Kaylee looked on in confusion. 

A moment later Ito returned. He spoke to Ishibashi, and Ishibashi looked 
at Aaron. “He says he found the right button!” 

With promises to return in a month to join Aaron and Kaylee and set out 
on their journey, the three scientists went home, leaving Kaylee shaking her 
head in wonder at the bravery of the three old gentlemen. 

She and Aaron left the kitchenette and walked down the hallway. When 
they reached the 3-D door, Kaylee said good-bye to Aaron and disappeared 
through it just as Alex exited his partially repaired private quarters. 

Alex closed his door and looked up, seeing Aaron. “Did they make it back 
to the Island of Shipwrecks?” 

“They did—it’s the blue button. How’s the construction going?” 

“Tt’s coming along,” said Alex. The brothers walked together past the two 
doors that had never been seen open as long as Alex had been accessing this 
hallway. 

“Do you think you’ll ever figure out how to get in there?” asked Aaron, 
pointing at one. 

“I hope so,” said Alex. “Now that life is settling down Pll have time to try, 
at least.” And then he chuckled. “And if not, we’ll just have to bring Thisbe 
or Fifer up here.” 

“Yes,” said Aaron with a wry smile. “Either a ‘boom’ or a piercing scream 
ought to bring the doors down, I’ ll bet.” 
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With everyone on the island pitching in, even the Wanteds and Necessaries, 
it didn’t take more than a few weeks for the entire island of Quill to be 
restored, and soon Artimé was back to looking its best, too. The fountain 
was flowing properly, the lawn was lush, Henry’s greenhouse garden had 
been replanted, and the mansion appeared even better than new. Alex’s 
living quarters now included a circular glass door where the hole had been, 


leading to a private balcony where he could sit and enjoy the sunsets. Sky 
often joined him to watch. 

The jungle residents settled back to life as usual. While Aaron waited for 
the scientists’ return, he introduced Alex to the creatures there and explained 
how to handle the toothy dog, how to fix Panther’s tail, and how to make the 
rock feel important now and then to boost his spirits. He reminded Alex that 
the six dropbears in the jungle were carnivores, not herbivores like the ones 
on the Island of Legends, and suggested it might not be a good idea to let 
them mingle—at least until things settled down and the island needed a bit 
of excitement. 

Karkinos decided to stay nearby, which made it very easy for the 
Artiméans to visit whenever they wanted to—and for the inhabitants of the 
Island of Legends to visit Artimé. That suited Talon and Florence perfectly. 

And all but one of the Warbler ships that hadn’t been destroyed had been 
moved to the lagoon, near the Claire, until they were needed. It was a very 
impressive fleet. Alex had instructed Captain Ahab, who had been put back 
together, to leave one of the ships out front so Aaron and Kaylee could paint 
and decorate it to their liking and supply it with all sorts of comforts for their 
upcoming journey. 

The hospital ward slowly emptied out one last time. Alex was able to 
shrink it back to the size Henry liked. The only frequent visitor was Lani, 
who still couldn’t walk or move her legs at all. She kept a brave face and a 
strong attitude about it with her brother and her friends, and she wasn’t in 
pain. But when she was alone or with her father and she let herself think 
about it, she cried quite a bit, especially at first. But then she pulled renewed 
strength from somewhere deep inside her—perhaps it was the spirit of 
Meghan that propelled it—and she carried on with her life, discovering new 
ways to live it, though not without immense frustrations. 

Watching Lani figure out life in a new way helped Alex tremendously, and 
it reaffirmed his decision to remain head mage. What was Artimé if not 
creative enough to thrive with change? They were a people who had 
survived against the odds since their first infractions under High Priest 
Justine’s rule. 

And while Henry, Carina, and the nurses puzzled over Lani’s injury, as 
they’d done with Alex’s, they could come up with no way to heal her. But 
Aaron, ever the designer, was struck with an idea. Inspired by Lhasa the 
snow lion, Ms. Octavia, and the contraption Ms. Octavia had made for Sean 


Ranger back when he’d had a broken leg, Aaron began tinkering. With a 
little help from the octogator, he designed and built Lani an intricate but 
minimalistic contraption, which she wore like a belt at her waist. It allowed 
her to move about Artimé in a standing or sitting position, floating just 
slightly above the ground like Lhasa did. Ms. Octavia added magic to it so 
that Lani could control it with a few key commands. The contraption could 
even help her climb the stairs to her room. As Lani got used to it, she began 
buzzing around Artimé almost as often and as speedily as she used to, just in 
a different way. And once that happened, it was back to work for her—which 
was exactly what she wanted. 

Often she and the group of friends gathered together in the dining room or 
the hospital ward to work together. Henry, Carina, and Sean experimented 
with medicine. Alex, Samheed, and Lani created the concepts for new spells, 
and Sky, Kaylee, and Aaron executed the designs of the components. 
Thatcher joined them now too, interested in learning more about how to 
create spells. It didn’t hurt that he and Henry had become close friends in the 
time since the war ended, and they were often seen having deep, 
philosophical talks together. 

Soon Claire was well enough to remove the thornaments on all the 
Warblerans who had survived the great battle. Thatcher’s sister, Yazmin, had 
recovered nicely and was on her feet not long after the battle ended. Their 
parents were among the Warblerans who had switched sides during the 
fighting, and both made it through, scarred but alive. Scarlet’s mother, who’d 
grabbed on to Simber’s mouth from Queen Eagala’s ship, had fought 
alongside her daughter. Both Scarlet’s and Thatcher’s families decided to 
stay in Artimé. 

Copper and Daxel, along with several other Warblerans, chose to take one 
of the ships back to their home island and start life anew with Copper in 
charge of things. To their great joy upon returning home, they discovered 
that Fifer’s spell-breaking scream had not only turned the ravens to smoke, 
but it had also broken the silence spell that had covered Warbler for years. 
With all the thornaments removed, the Warblerans were well on their way to 
peace within their own vast caves. And Copper, Sky, and Crow made plans 
for frequent visits between the two islands. 

The Island of Fire never saw the return of its pirates. Spike went to check 
on the inhabitants, and she returned to report that the few elderly people and 
young children who hadn’t joined the attackers continued to live on without 


trouble in the reverse aquarium, riding the whim of the plunging volcano 
with no way to escape. Alex decided that once things were under control at 
home, he’d pay a visit to the residents of the Island of Fire to see if anyone 
wanted to leave their home and join them in the outside world, living in 
peace in Artimé. But that time had not yet come. 

Life in Quill was back to normal—the only thing missing was the threat of 
attack. Gunnar Haluki strolled around the almost pleasant streets of Quill, 
often with Claire Morning at his side for company, making sure the people 
there had what they needed. Well, most of the people, anyway. He left the 
few ornery Wanteds alone on their patch of soot. 

Crow thrived in his role as caretaker to the twin girls, and his secret 
admiration for Scarlet grew. He was thrilled to discover that she was staying 
in Artimé, though of course he said nothing to anyone about his feelings. He 
liked to daydream that she stayed because she liked him, even though he 
knew that wasn’t the reason. Once in a while she smiled his way, and that 
alone energized him for days. 

Sean and Carina grew closer than ever and decided to stay together, 
wherever life would lead them. They hoped for some quiet before they took 
on any new adventures, though. And Carina’s son Seth began to think of 
Sean like a father. Sean thought that was the greatest thing since magic was 
invented. 

Claire Morning and Ms. Octavia were back in their classrooms as usual, 
teaching those who wished to be taught, both young and old. The library 
buzzed with frequent visitors, and the lounge was much less crowded than it 
had been during the final battle. Kitten and Fox rejoined the lounge band, 
and Earl the blackboard was slightly less grumpy than before. 

But the theater was dark for now. Former students scribbled poems and 
stories in iambic pentameter on tissue paper and brought them in to place 
them on the stage, under a single spotlight. The papers fluttered about at the 
slightest breeze in butterfly-like tribute to Mr. Appleblossom. And mounted 
on the walls all the way around the auditorium were the many hundreds of 
swords and shields left by the pirates—for decoration, but easily accessible 
just in case they should ever be needed again. 

Florence and Simber were most often found perched on their glorious 
pedestals inside the front door to the mansion, as they were meant to be. 
New to the entryway was Talon, who often came for his morning visit to 
gaze upon Florence’s great beauty and be charmed by her wit. Sometimes 


the gazing and charming was more than Simber could take, so he went for 
frequent walks. Once he even ventured into the deepest, darkest part of the 
jungle to say hello to Panther, whom he thought was quite striking, though 
he had his reservations about her violent impulses. 

Panther screamed in his face. 

Spike was thrilled to have underwater friends nearby, and she spent her 
days as the great communicator between crab, giant squid, and sea monster. 
She delivered the squid’s report to Alex that Queen Eagala had indeed ridden 
the whispering ship straight into the volcano and disappeared, hollering most 
of the way. 

Sometimes Spike helped Issie look for her baby, though the sea monster 
mostly kept to herself. Every now and then Issie would disappear for several 
days at a time, but she always returned. No one ever learned where she went 
—or if they did, they kept silent about it. Kaylee had a pretty good guess, 
though. 

Pan and her children roamed the sea and airspace around the islands. Pan 
made sure all five of the young dragons had met the people and creatures of 
Artimé and Karkinos and understood that they were friends. 

Thisbe, Fifer, and Seth grew very fond of the young dragons, and quite 
vociferously wished they would visit more often. The girls especially took to 
Arabis the orange, who was the calmest among the five, and who even let 
them ride upon her back as she floated gently in the shallow water. 
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On the morning that Aaron and Kaylee were to depart with the scientists, 
Alex and Sky sat on the lawn with Samheed and Lani, all of them working 
on projects of some sort. Samheed ignored everyone as he desperately wrote 
the last scene of the play he’d been working on so that he could reopen the 
theater and get the new young students to test it out. It was a daunting task, 
but Samheed was determined to fulfill his mentor’s dying wishes, and he 
could think of nothing else. 

Sky studied the ship’s logbooks that Kaylee had recovered from the Island 
of Graves, wondering if there were any clues inside that would help them 
understand how people from the outside world first came to be here in the 
Dragon’s Triangle—and if there was any way out. As an added bonus, she 
learned a lot of strange things about circus people. 


Lani was penning a book of her own. “It’s for the library,” she explained, 
“like Mr. Today’s journals. So one day after we’re all gone, people will 
know what happened here. And even though I’m writing it down, we have to 
promise to tell the stories about our battles and adventures and about the way 
life used to be on the seven islands. We must tell them over and over again,” 
Lani implored, “so they aren’t forgotten. Maybe if we tell the stories, things 
won’t ever get as bad as they have been.” 

Sky and Alex nodded and promised to communicate them to everyone 
who would listen, starting with Thisbe and Fifer. Secretly Alex wasn’t 
worried—he knew the stories would live forever with Aaron. Samheed 
grunted in agreement, but didn’t look up from his work. Lani watched him, 
laughing softly. She’d have plenty of time to remind him once he was 
finished writing his play. 

Alex sorted spell components in front of him so he’d have something to 
give Aaron to magically protect the ship from whatever unknown enemies 
still lurked in the waters. 

Thisbe, who was playing with Fifer and Seth Holiday, saw what Alex was 
doing and sidled up to him. “Dat?” she asked, bending over and picking up a 
heart attack component. 

“Hmm?” said Alex. He looked up at her, and his eyes widened in fear. 
“No, no, no! Don’t throw that!” He lunged for her chubby fist, trying to get 
the component away from her, and she giggled and threw it at him. Wings 
sprouted from it, and it sailed at Alex, hitting him in the chest. “Aaauuugh!” 
he cried, shuddering and falling back on the lawn. 

Sky gasped. Lani and Samheed looked up from their work. Thisbe came 
closer, still giggling, to see what Alex was doing, and Lani quickly realized 
what had happened. She released the spell. 

Alex sucked in a ragged breath and opened his eyes, finding Thisbe, Lani, 
Samheed, and Sky all looking down at him. “Ouch,” he said, clutching his 
chest with his good hand and giving Thisbe a look. “No more spell 
components for you!” He coughed weakly and sat up, and quickly grabbed 
Thisbe when she reached for the sack of scatterclips. “Oh no you don’t.” He 
snatched it away and looked at his friends. “This kid is dangerous,” he said, 
shaking his head in wonder. “She didn’t even have to say the verbal 
component—did you notice that?” 

“T sure did.” Lani nodded and scribbled furiously in her notebook. 

Sky leaned over her. “What are you writing now?” 


“Pm making sure that if we all wind up dead,” said Lani, “people will 
know it was Thisbe who did it.” 

“This is going to be very interesting, raising these two,” Alex muttered. 
He put all of Aaron’s components into one sack and all the rest into another, 
and looked around very carefully to make sure he hadn’t left any on the 
lawn. 
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A short while later, Aaron and Kaylee came out of the mansion, each 
carrying a few crates. Simber flew them out to load the supplies onto the 
ship, which was anchored in front of the mansion between Artimé and 
Karkinos. 

When the two returned to shore, Alex got up and took the girls with him 
to the front of the mansion. Ishibashi, Ito, and Sato emerged from it, having 
come from their island through the tube and the magical 3-D door, all 
packed for their first adventure. 

Alex looked at their excited faces. “Are you ready?” he asked. 

“Yes, we are ready,” said Ishibashi. “Thank you again for your hospitality 
and the use of your ship.” 

Ito and Sato smiled. “Thank you,” they repeated. 

“We have more than enough ships to spare,” said Alex. He shook hands 
with each of the men. “Thank you for giving me my brother back.” 

“He was not ours to give,” said Ishibashi modestly. “He gave himself back 
to you.” 

“With a lot of help,” Alex said. 

Ishibashi conceded the point with a toothless grin. “And with Kaylee 
aboard, I am quite sure we will return Aaron to you somewhat changed 
again.” 

Alex snickered. “I’m excited to see what he learns along the way,” he 
said. “I wish you all the luck in finding what you are looking for.” 

“Thank you,” said Ishibashi. “I do not hold out hope, though it’s true the 
pirates were selling sea creatures somewhere. Perhaps we will find the 
hidden land, perhaps not. But it will be a good adventure for us, and one we 
never thought we’d get to take until you came along.” He adjusted his 
suitcase and looked eagerly at the ship. 

“Someone will check on your island a couple times a week,” Alex 
promised. “And Henry’s going to take care of your greenhouse plants and 


your new outdoor garden. He can’t wait.” 

“We are most grateful,” said Ishibashi. He leaned in. “Henry is a special 
young man. He is a grand prize.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “He’s quite something. I’m very proud of him.” 

By now a small crowd had gathered to wish the explorers well. The 
scientists said good-bye to everyone, and then they climbed onto Simber’s 
back for their first exciting cheetah flight ever. 

Aaron and Kaylee hugged people all around, until only Alex was left. 
Kaylee leaned in and kissed Alex on the cheek. “Thanks for saving me,” she 
said. 

“Thanks for fighting with us,” said Alex. “We needed you. Stay safe. And 
take care of the scientists for me. And this one,” he said, pointing at Aaron. 

“T will.” 

“T can take care of myself,” said Aaron. 

“Oh, believe me, I’m quite aware,” said Kaylee. She gave Alex a look. 
“This is either going to be amazing or awful. I can’t quite tell which yet.” 

“I wish you two would stop talking about me like I’m not here,” said 
Aaron. 

“It’s only because we care,” Alex replied with a grin. 

Kaylee ignored Aaron and said one last good-bye all around, then left 
Aaron and Alex face-to-face, with their sisters on either side. Aaron knelt 
down to hug the girls and say good-bye. Then he stood up again. The 
brothers looked at each other. 

“PII miss you,” said Alex. He hesitated, then added with a secretive look, 
“Don’t die.” 

Aaron smiled and dropped his gaze. “That’s what Clive used to tell you.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“T guess it worked.” 

“Not for Clive, though.” Alex thought about that for a moment. “I hope 
that doesn’t mean Pll kick the bucket before you return.” 

“What bucket?” 

Alex laughed. “Ask Kaylee.” He reached out to hug his brother. The two 
embraced, and when Alex tried to pull away, Aaron hung on. 

“Thank you,” said Aaron quietly as Simber returned to the shore. 

“Thank you,” said Alex. He blinked hard. 

When they finally pulled apart, Aaron’s eyes were wet. He flashed a sad 
half smile, and then pressed his fist to his chest. 


Alex did the same. And then Aaron was off. 
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Alex stayed with his sisters. Sky, Lani, Samheed, and Simber rejoined them 
on the lawn to watch the ship take sail. 

“Do you wish you were going?” Alex asked. 

“No stinking way,” said Samheed vehemently. “I’m still tired.” 

“I’m good right here, thanks,” said Sky. 

“No, I guess not,” said Lani with a little sigh. “Though we never found the 
big mass of land on the pirate map.” She glanced at Alex. “Why do you ask, 
Alex? Do you wish you were going?” 

Alex shook his head. “Not even a little.” He was done with exploring and 
done with rescuing and done with fighting. He had new challenges to face. 
“This peace we have here now? This is what I’ve always wanted. I hope it 
stays this way forever.” 

“So do I,” said Simber. 

“Tt will,” said Lani. “At least until the next ship or airplane from Kaylee’s 
world gets caught in the terrible storms of the Dragon’s Triangle.” 

They all thought about that for a while. And while they sat there, Pan’s 
enormous body moved into view on the water, her five children flying above 
her in V formation. Arabis the orange led the way to the west, her wings 
flapping elegantly and her scales sparkling. They weren’t stopping. 

“Dat!” cried Fifer, pointing. She jumped to her feet. 

“Dat!” echoed Thisbe, and the girls ran down the shoreline, chasing after 
the dragons. 

Pan looked back at Alex, her face full of sorrow, and then she nodded 
regally. This was her good-bye day too. She would return alone. 

Coming from a long walk around the island, Florence and Talon saw the 
twin girls running toward them. They each caught one and held them up high 
so the girls could see their precious dragons one last time, and perhaps 
pretend that they were flying too. Sky watched teary-eyed as the beautiful 
creatures disappeared in the distance. “I wonder where they’re going?” she 
said. 

But no one knew, and the question hung in the air unanswered. Pan’s 
secret remained a mystery, perhaps to be solved another day by a very 
different pair of young magical twins. 
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The Quests begin here... . 


Sneaking Off 


The moon was high in the night sky when Thisbe propped herself up on 


one elbow and peeked under the curtain. The outline of the two dragons 
filled the lagoon. Thisbe turned to her twin across the room. “Are you sure, 
Fifer?” she whispered. “Alex will be so mad if he finds out.” 

Fifer’s eyes shone in the darkness. “He’ll get over it.” She climbed out of 
her bed and slipped on some clothes. “I wish we had component vests,” she 
grumbled. 

Thisbe fell back into her pillow and rested there a moment, then hoisted 
herself to the floor and started getting dressed. “What about Seth?” 

“We’ll send him a seek spell.” 

“You know how to do that?” 

“How hard can it be? Kitten did it once and she can’t even say the right 
word.” Fifer patted her pocket. “I’ve got that scene Seth gave me—the one 
that he wrote in Mr. Burkesh’s class. That should do the trick.” She hopped 
onto Thisbe’s bed and drew the curtains aside. Then she put her hand on the 
glass windowpane, concentrated, and whispered, “Release.” ‘The 
windowpane disappeared. Fifer looked over her shoulder. “Ready with the 
rope?” 

Thisbe frowned, then reached behind the wardrobe and grabbed a rope. 
“Can’t we just go the normal way?” she asked. Even though she’d climbed 
down the side of the mansion a dozen times or more, her stomach flipped at 
the thought of it. 


“You mean so Desdemona sees us and reports us to Alex’s blackboard? I 
don’t think so. Plus, we’d have to walk right past Simber.” 

Fifer had a point. The girls had often found themselves in odd 
predicaments, and their blackboard, Desdemona, was a major tattletale. And 
there was no way Simber would keep a secret from the head mage of 
Artimé. 

“Not the back door either?” Thisbe pleaded. 

“The chefs will see us. Come on, Thiz,” Fifer said impatiently. She 
glanced at her sister and turned sympathetic. “Aw, I know you’re scared. But 
you can do it. It’s the only way.” 

Thisbe sighed. “All right, fine. Catch me if I fall?” 

“T’]] turn you into a bird so you can soar to the ground,” promised Fifer. 

“Ugh. No thanks. Can’t you just catch me?” 

“Sure,” said Fifer, growing impatient again. “Just hurry up.” 

Thisbe tossed the coiled rope to Fifer, who, balancing on the sill, attached 
one end of it to an invisible hook outside the window, which one of the girls 
had installed years before for the first of many escapes. 

As Thisbe put on her boots and tied them, Fifer slipped out and rappelled 
down the side of the mansion. Thisbe reached for her backpack, and not 
knowing how long they’d be gone, quickly stuffed it with their canteens and 
a few snacks they had in the room. She climbed on the bed and peered out 
the window at the ground below. With a grimace she grabbed the rope, took 
a breath, and swung out, hanging suspended above the ground from a 
dizzying height. She found her footing against the mansion wall and began 
descending. A few feet down, she stopped, and with a shaky hand, cast a 
new glass spell in the opening. 

Once on the lawn, Thisbe breathed a sigh of relief. Now that the scary part 
was over, she grew excited for their adventure. Muttering a spell under her 
breath, she released the hook’s hold on the rope so it landed in a heap at her 
feet, then coiled it up and put it in her backpack. 

Nearby, Fifer was concentrating on the bit of script that Seth had given 
her. She held it pinched between her fingers, and when she felt ready, 
whispered, “Seek.” A flash of light exploded from the paper and shot up to 
the second level of the mansion and in through a window, leaving a softly 
glowing line behind it. The girls waited breathlessly, hoping Seth was 
sleeping lightly enough that he would notice the spell. 


Finally their best friend appeared at the glass. The girls waved frantically 
and jumped up and down, and after a moment Seth saw them. He waved 
back, then disappeared. A few minutes later he exited the back door of the 
mansion and closed it softly behind him. He was wearing his new 
component vest, its pockets bulging. Fifer smiled approvingly. 

“What’s this all about?” he whispered. “How’d you do that seek spell?” 

“Never mind that,” said Thisbe. “Did anybody see you?” 

“Just the night chefs. They don’t pay much attention to me.” 

“Let’s hope not.” Fifer scowled. “We need to move before Simber finds 
out what we’re doing out here. Come on.” She took off running across the 
lawn, toward the jungle. Thisbe and Seth jogged behind. 

“Where are we going?” whispered Seth. 

Thisbe glanced sidelong at him, her backpack jouncing on her back. She 
flashed a mischievous grin. “We’re going to rescue the young dragon.” 
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